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Chapter 1 


Bonesplinter 


Bundled safe in her underground burrow with eight fuzzy babies snuggled 


against her warm body, the ishkabiddle woke to a curious rumbling. Her milky- 
white eyes—interested, but not yet frightened—slid open as she tilted her head, 
listening. For a moment the rumbling seemed to be fading away. Then, all at 
once, it grew much louder, and bits of dirt crumbled onto the ishkabiddle’s 
dappled, gray fur. Alarmed, she clawed her way up through the dark, dusty 
tunnel she had dug out years earlier, and stopped at the edge of the opening. 

Perched half-in, half-out of the burrow entrance, she paused. A pair of bald, 
pink feelers rose quivering from her fur-covered body. Cautiously, she slipped 
out of her hole and blinked. Somewhere far off a bird screeched, but that wasn’t 
what was making the ground tremble so the tops of the grass shivered to and fro. 

From the tips of her feelers, the ishkabiddle sent out a cloud of gray specks 
—each no bigger than a grain of sand. One by one, the specks floated out into 
the cold night air, buzzing and spinning as they bounced from one blade of grass 
to another. Had she found any sign of a predator, the ishkabiddle would have 
scurried back into her hole quick as two winks. But nothing she discovered was 
threatening. 

For a moment everything was perfectly still, and the insects that had gone 
silent resumed making their nighttime music. Without any warning, the ground 
exploded into the air less than ten feet away, and the ishkabiddle found herself 
staring into a pair of deadly yellow eyes. The glistening diamond-shaped head of 
a huge black snake narrowed, and its eyes—each bigger than the entire 
ishkabiddle—fixed on the poor, shivering creature. The snake rose out of the 
ground, its scaled body—thick as the trunk of a mature tree—gliding skyward. 

The ishkabiddle could not move. Her body paralyzed by fear, the poor 
creature could only watch as death slithered to her very doorstep. The nightmare 
snake opened its mouth, revealing wickedly shining fangs. Its tongue flicked out 
and touched the tip of the ish-kabiddle’s wilting, pink feelers. 

“Boo!” the snake said, and the ishkabiddle’s muscles turned to water. She 
dropped into her tunnel and rolled all the way to the bottom of her burrow where 
she hid, trembling, for the rest of the night. 

The iskabiddle didn’t see how the snake’s armor-like scales began to slide 


and change. She didn’t see how its long body twisted and shortened, or how its 
head filled out as its mouth and nose shrunk. Above the burrow, the snake 
disappeared and was replaced by a man in a flowing black cape and hood. The 
man raised his forked staff and slammed it on the ground with a wicked laugh. 

“Lucky for you, I’ve already had dinner,” he whispered with dark mirth. 
“Perhaps Pll come back for you later.” 

But the man had no time for such trivial things now. The three moons were 
almost directly overhead, one a full white face staring watchfully down from the 
inky black sky, another an orange three-quarter, and the last a tiny reddish sliver. 
It was nearly midnight. 

Glancing about to be sure no one was watching, the figure stole quickly over 
a brush-covered hill and stopped at a tall outcropping of stone. Placing the tip of 
his staff into an all but invisible moss-lined crevice in the rock, he bowed his 
head and uttered a quick series of grunts and hisses. At once the outcropping slid 
aside, revealing a damp, downward-sloping tunnel. 

The man entered the opening, and the rock slammed shut behind him, 
turning the tunnel pitch-black. He could have lit the way with his staff, but there 
was no need. He could see perfectly well in the dark. He followed the passage 
deep into the earth over slick, wet stone. He had only been summoned here once 
before, and a thrill of excitement ran up his spine as he licked his dry lips, 
wondering what might be asked of him—and how he might turn it to his 
advantage. 

At last, the floor of the passageway leveled out, and the man’s keen eyes 
spotted a closed door in the distance. He approached the door and rapped his 
staff, once, three times, and once again—the heavy black metal echoing in the 
close corridor. The door opened, and the stench of rotted meat drifted out. The 
man tried not to show his disgust at the foul smell of the figure that stood before 
him. 

“Remove your hood,” said the creature that looked as though it had only 
recently pulled itself out of the grave. Though the creature’s head barely came to 
the man’s waist, its twisted arms and legs appeared too long for its body. From 
the neck down it could have been human, but the feather-covered head had the 
sharp beak and wide probing eyes of an owl. Body and head were coated in wet, 
green mold. 

The man pulled back the hood of his dark cloak, revealing a narrow face 
with thin, pale lips and glittering, silver eyes. A twisting scar, nearly as thick as a 
finger, ran from the base of his jaw to just below the hairline on his right temple. 

“You have come alone?” the owl asked. 

“Of course,” the man hissed, anxious to get away from the stink. 


“In a hurry to meet him, are you?” 

All at once the man remembered who this shriveled little creature worked 
for, and his calculating eyes flicked from the owl to the dark corridor beyond as 
he fingered the scar on the side of his face. “I only wish to be .. . prompt, so I do 
not keep the master waiting.” 

“Of course,” the owl said, its dark eyes gleaming. “Keeping him waiting 
would be unwise.” 

The creature stepped aside, and the man walked through the doorway. As he 
began to climb the steep staircase, a pair of eight-legged, skin-and-bone dogs 
appeared out of the darkness, flanking him at either side. Foam dripped off the 
twin tongues that dangled from their hungry-looking jaws, and their red eyes 
studied him voraciously. 

At the top of the stairs he paused before a long, damp-smelling hallway. The 
rough stone walls seemed to radiate a cold that sank deep into his bones. Beside 
him, the dogs snarled, urging him forward with their glowing eyes. 

The sides of the hall were lined with hundreds of strange and obscure 
objects, many of which even he didn’t recognize. As he passed a three-pronged 
spear with something like dried blood crusted on its tips, it swiveled as though 
waiting for a chance to strike. A few steps later, a pair of spiked balls hanging 
from a rusty chain rattled at his passing, and a tiny, stone statue with the face of a 
pig whispered, “Come closer, my pretty.” 

The robed man ignored them all, just as he ignored the many other doors 
behind which unknown creatures snarled and moaned. Only when he arrived at 
an ornate, blood-red door at the end of the hallway did he stop. As he reached for 
the gleaming brass latch, a pair of sharp talons mounted in the center of the door 
snapped closed onto his hand, and it was only with the strongest resolve that he 
managed not to cry out. But when the claws released their grip, the skin of his 
hand was unmarked. 

Silently, the door swung open, and the man stepped through. 

Inside, the icy cold of the hallway was replaced by an oppressive heat that 
brought beads of sweat to his forehead. Sulfur-smelling smoke swirled in the 
cathedral-like room, glowing orange from the light of the sputtering torches. 
Dimly-seen arches along the walls rose into the darkness far overhead. The man 
walked to the center of the room and dropped to one knee, laying his staff 
crosswise on the floor at his feet. 

He bowed his head, and in a voice that trembled only slightly said, “Your 
obedient follower desires to serve.” 

“Approach,” said a voice that sounded like the sizzle of hot steel plunged 
into icy water. 


The man rose and moved forward. He could see only a short distance in front 
of him through the swirling smoke. It wasn’t until he reached the curved steps 
where the smoke cleared away that he craned his neck to stare up at the two 
chained, red beasts watching him hungrily from either side of the stairway. 

Summoners. Terrifying creatures of mythic power. 

Even with bony wings folded against the sides of their red, serpent-like 
bodies and thick, magically-enhanced chains locked around their necks, they 
made the spit in his mouth dry up. From the razor-sharp talons—which were 
taller than the man—to the mouths filled with two rows of spear-like teeth, they 
towered almost to the ceiling of the room. 

Even more fearsome than their physical weapons was their magic, the man 
knew. Stories were told of how they could drive a human insane with only a 
look, call tornadoes out of clear skies, command the ground itself to swallow 
armies of the living, and summon back the dead under the control of dark magic. 
No one knew for sure what twisted magic was used to create such terrifying 
monsters. But those who dared speak of them at all agreed that somewhere deep 
inside the Summoners remained the warped souls of those who had once been 
human, twisted and defiled until nothing could stand against their dark rage. 

That the master had not one, but two Summoners under his control was a 
clear demonstration of the power he wielded. The thought of commanding such 
force made the man dizzy. And yet he had to be so very, very careful. 

Turning his eyes from the Summoners’ hypnotic gaze, he climbed the steps 
and approached the figure that he knew sat hidden in the shadows. The man 
gazed intently into the darkness, but not even his keen eyes could penetrate the 
gloom surrounding the jeweled throne. 

“Master, what is it you desire of me?” he asked, dropping to his knees. He 
tried to hide the eagerness in his voice, but he could do nothing about the way 
his heart thumped like a trapped animal in his chest. 

“Thirteen years I have searched,” the voice spoke from the darkness. 
“Armies of creatures at my disposal scoured the mountains and forests. At times 
I nearly despaired. It wasn’t until I ripped open the doorway that I finally knew 
the prize was within my grasp. And today . . . I found it.” 

The man desperately searched his memory. He knew he should understand 
what the Master was talking about. But he couldn’t quite . . . Then it came to 
him, and his throat constricted. 

“The child?” he blurted out, unable to hide his surprise. “But I thought . . .” 
Unconsciously, the fingers of his right hand reached toward the scar on his face, 
but he managed to pull them back. 

“You thought the child was dead?” the voice questioned dryly. “Everyone 


assumed the child’s wounds were mortal. But not I. 
I vowed to search until I touched the remains with my own hands. Now I 
discover the child lives and . . . there is not one, but two.” 

“Two children?” The man licked his lips, trying to decide what to make of 
the unexpected news. How would this play out? Was the Master giving him 
another chance to prove himself? To show he could be trusted with more 
responsibility? 

“A boy and a girl.” The voice in the darkness sounded hungry, and the man 
hungered as well for the rewards the Master could grant—if he succeeded in 
whatever task was placed before him. 

“What do you wish me to do, Master?” 

The voice was silent for a moment, as though considering the question. “You 
failed me once before,” it said at last. 

From his spot in front of the throne, the man couldn’t keep from trembling— 
not in fear, but excitement. One more chance, he thought. Only one more chance 
to prove Iam worthy. This time his fingers did go to the scar, where they traced 
the twisting line that disfigured his face. His thirst for power was so strong he 
could feel it thrumming in his veins like a beating drum. “I won’t fail you again. 
Only tell me what I must do.” 

“You need not worry yourself with the girl,” the voice said. “She will be 
taken care of shortly. You must go to the world called Earth and take the boy.” 

A withered hand extended out of the darkness, its skin gray and papery. At 
the base of its longest finger, a gold ring glittered. The man had never seen the 
symbol carved into the top of the ring, but he’d heard about it. It showed two 
creatures locked in mortal battle. One was clearly a Summoner. The other he 
didn’t recognize. 

Quickly, he leaned forward and pressed his lips to the ring. The skin beneath 
the gold ring burned his lips with a cold fire, but he did not pull back. Instead, he 
imagined what it would be like to wear that ring on his own finger. He kept his 
mouth pressed against the wrinkled hand until it retreated into the darkness. 

“Once I have him?” the man asked. 

“Bonesplinter,” the voice said, and the man thought he heard the sound of a 
tongue rasp across paper-dry lips. “You have been my most faithful Thrathkin 
S’Bae for many years. Once you find the boy, do as you will with him. Just be 
sure he is dead when you are finished.” 


Chapter 2 


The Freak 


Hurry up, you losers. The freak’s gonna be here any minute.” Chet Hawkins 


hunched outside the entrance to the second floor dormitory of the Philo T. 
Justice Boys School in Cove Valley, Arizona. He peered through the doorway 
before turning his beefy red face back toward the small group of boys gathered 
around a mop bucket in the dimly-lit hallway. 

At nearly sixteen—a year older than any of the other boys, and a full head 
taller—Chet was the meanest kid in the school and didn’t mind proving it. He 
balled up his large, freckled fists, and the others immediately stepped away. 
“Finish up. And make sure it’s slippery!” 

Crowded together around the top of the narrow, wooden staircase, the boys 
had been mopping a puddle of soapy, gray water onto the splintered, oak boards 
of the hall floor. 

“Gimme that.” Pete Lampson, a gawky, twelve-year-old boy with greasy 
black hair and a neck like an underfed turkey, yanked the mop from Squint, the 
smaller boy standing next to him. He splashed the mop into the metal bucket, 
swirled it around and added a final coat to the floor in front of the top step. 

Squint tested the boards with the tip of his sneaker. As he ran his shoe across 
the wet boards, his foot slipped out from under him, and he nearly fell over 
backwards. 

“Clumsy idiot,” Chet said. He sneaked a quick peek into the dormitory again, 
but there was no sign of the freak’s wheelchair. Good thing, too. This was the 
third time he’d tried to get the kid alone. If the boys in the hallway messed it up 
this time, he’d pound them all. 

“Get this stuff out of sight.” Chet crossed to the boys in three quick steps, 
took the mop from Pete and tossed it in Squint’s direction. 

“Geez!” Squint howled as the wet mop splashed against the front of his pant 
legs. “You didn’t have to get water all over me.” 

“Quit being a girl.” Chet grinned, exposing a wide gap between his two front 
teeth. 

Muttering, Squint picked up the mop and carried it across the hall. Beaver, a 
chubby boy with large front teeth and a blond crew cut, took the bucket. 

“Don’t forget,” Chet whispered. “As soon as the kid comes through the door, 


Pete and I will grab him while you two throw his wheelchair down the stairs.” 
“Then, pow!” Squint said, punching his fist into his palm with a nasty giggle. 
“Right.” Chet nodded with a wicked grin. “Everybody gets a shot at him. 

Just make sure I get the first punch.” 

“Tt’s him,” Pete suddenly hissed. 

Freezing in place, they all strained to hear. From the next room, came the 
reek, reek, reek, of a wheelchair badly in need of oil. 

“Hide.” Chet pushed Beaver and Squint to the right side of the door and 
joined Pete on the left. 

Chet listened intently. As the sound of the squeaky wheelchair drew closer, 
he rubbed his right fist in the palm of his left hand, dark eyes glittering. Every 
kid who came to Philo T. Justice—or Pit Juice, as most of the boys called it—got 
beat up by Chet. It was his little way of welcoming the greenies into their new 
school. 

Usually he got to them in the first few days after they arrived, but the new 
kid had managed to slip away from him twice already. That a greenie had 
escaped a beating was bad enough. But the fact that the greenie who escaped 
was stuck in a wheelchair made Chet furious. 

It was like the kid knew just what they were planning for him. Even when 
they had him trapped, he somehow disappeared. Just two days earlier, Chet had 
sworn he’d seen the little freak wheel that clunky chair of his into the music 
room. But when Chet scanned the halls for teachers and followed him inside 
only a few seconds later, the room was empty. Chet had looked everywhere— 
even in the instrument closets, although there was no way a wheelchair would 
have fit in them—but the kid was gone. The whole thing was a little spooky. 

Today would be different. The dormitory only had two doors. The one at the 
back led into the bathroom where Chet had seen the freak head a few minutes 
earlier. The second door was the one Chet and his gang were crowded around. 
To get downstairs, the freak would have to wheel out this door and take the 
small, old-fashioned elevator at the end of the hallway. There was no way to go 
past them without them seeing him. 

The plan was to grab the kid as he came out of the dormitory. They’d push 
his chair down the stairs, give him a major beating, and tell everyone it had been 
an accident. They’d been mopping the floor when the wheels of the kid’s chair 
slipped in the soapy water and he fell out of his chair. Oops. 

See how the baby will get around with his wittle chair broken in a dozen 
pieces, Chet thought. And if the freak gives us any trouble this time, he might go 
over the stairs right behind it. Not that anyone would be able to tell. The kid was 
already a cripple. What difference would a few broken bones make? 


Chet wanted to get in the first punch though. This kid had been way too 
lucky, and Chet was itching to get his hands on him. 

Reek, reek, reek came the sound of the wheelchair. 

Almost here, Chet thought. He and Pete leaned forward on the balls of their 
feet. On the opposite side of the doorway, Squint and Beaver did the same, their 
hands ready to grab the chair at the first sign of movement. 

Reek, reek... 

Just inside the door the squeaking stopped. Chet tilted his head. Had the kid 
somehow sensed what was waiting for him again? It didn’t matter. One way or 
the other, he was going to get what was coming to him this time. Chet 
considered reaching into the room and just grabbing the kid. But as he was about 
to plunge through the doorway, the wheelchair started moving again. 

Reek, reek, re— 

“Now!” Chet shouted as a chipped silver frame and gray rubber wheels 
appeared through the door. Squint and Beaver grabbed the sides of the 
wheelchair, and with a great push, sent it sailing across the soapy hallway and 
into the stairwell. 

For a split second the chair seemed to hang suspended in mid-air. Then 
gravity took hold, and it went crashing end-over-end down the rickety steps with 
a clanging of steel and the thunk, thunk, thunk of rubber against wood. 

“Yes!” Squint shouted, swinging his arms and doing a little dance down the 
middle of the hallway until he slipped in the water, landed on his rear, and 
laughed like a lunatic. 

“What’s wrong?” Beaver asked Chet, realizing he and Pete were not 
celebrating. 

“Isn’t something missing?” Chet asked, his face turning red. 

Beaver scratched his head for a moment; then his eyes lit up. “Hey, where’s 
the kid?” 

Chet shook his head in amazement, wondering why he hung around with 
these brainless wonders. “Obviously the freak hid in the dormitory and pushed 
his chair through the door.” 

The kid thought he was being tricky. But that just meant he was going to get 
it even worse. Chet leaped through the doorway, hands spread wide. 

But the dorm was empty. He dropped to his knees and looked under the 
saggy-mattressed beds lined along both sides of the room. There was nothing but 
a lot of dust balls. Chet jumped to his feet and yanked Pete by his skinny arm. 
“Check the bathroom. He’s gotta be hiding in there.” 

Pete sprinted across the dorm, his greasy black hair flopping against his 
forehead. A minute later he came running back, puffing and out of breath. “He 


ain’t there.” 

“That’s impossible,” Chet said, cracking his big red knuckles. He returned to 
the top of the stairs, careful to keep from slipping in the mop water. At the 
bottom of the staircase, the wheelchair lay toppled on its side. One wheel slowly 
spun around and around. A bent spoke poked up from it like a broken antenna. 
But where was the kid? 

“What the—” he began. Before he could complete his sentence, something 
hard cracked against the back of his head. He turned in time to see a mop handle 
rise high in the air and swing toward him again. This time the mop caught him 
squarely on the nose, creating a flash of purple and yellow light before his eyes. 


Chapter 3 


Now You See Him 


Marcus Kanenas, a thirteen-year-old boy with scruffy, reddish-brown hair, 


sat on the worn hallway floor in patched blue jeans and a school T-shirt that still 
looked new and stiff. The shirt hung like a sail on his skinny frame and narrow 
shoulders. His right arm, which held the mop tucked under it, was corded with 
wiry muscle from years of pushing himself around in his wheelchair. 

By comparison, his left arm, withered and weak, looked like a broken 
chicken wing with the left three fingers tucked into a permanent fist. His right 
hand was fitted with a soft leather glove to protect it from the friction of 
wheeling his chair. His left leg jutted forward as he rested on his right leg, which 
was nearly as useless as his arm. But he faced the four boys standing in front of 
him with a fearless grin. 

Marcus shook his hair out of his blue eyes. “En garde!” he shouted, copying 
a line he’d read in a book about the Three Musketeers. He waved the mop in his 
leather-gloved right hand like a knight brandishing his sword. 

“How’d the freak get over there?” Pete crowed. He gave a confused glance 
toward the dormitory door before starting toward Marcus with balled fists. 

Marcus swung the mop handle in a lightning-quick slash that struck Pete on 
the back of the hand. 

“Ouch!” Pete sucked on his quickly reddening welt. “That kid’s crazy.” 

“Crazy is right,” Marcus said, waving the mop in his direction. Pete rapidly 
backed away to a safe distance. 

“Let’s get him,” Squint said. He and Beaver advanced on Marcus, but before 
they could take three steps, Marcus shifted the mop. Balancing the handle 
between the thumb and index finger of his weak left hand like a pool cue, he 
jabbed it forward with his right. 

“Ugh,” Squint grunted, doubling over as the tip of the handle hit him in the 
stomach, knocking the wind out of him. His face turned the color of overcooked 
broccoli, and he looked like he might throw up. 

Beaver took a hesitant step toward Marcus, but a jab to the middle of his 
kneecap made the thunking sound of a bat connecting with a baseball. Beaver 
howled and hobbled away like an old man trying to catch a city bus. 

“Had enough?” Marcus asked, lowering the end of the mop slightly. 


Chet, who’d been standing at the top of the stairs with a faintly confused 
expression on his broad, sweaty face, shook his head as though coming out of a 
daze. Focusing his eyes on Marcus like a bull taking aim at a matador’s cape, he 
rubbed the purple goose egg on his nose. 

“You are dead,” he grunted. “I was gonna let you off easy before. Now I’m 
gonna bust you up so bad you won’t ever ride that chair of yours again unless 
somebody’s pushing you.” 

Bending low, hands held loosely before him, he moved in, splashing soapy 
water with his big feet. 

Marcus pivoted on the damp floor, swinging the wet mop left and right. He 
pulled it out of reach just as Chet swiped at the handle with one beefy paw. 

Chet grinned, the tip of his tongue showing through the gap between his 
front teeth. “Looks like that mop’s getting heavy. You ain’t gonna be able to hold 
it up much longer.” 

“Long enough,” Marcus replied. Sweat dripped down his forehead. “Why 
don’t you leave me alone?” 

“T could,” Chet said. He fingered the back of his head where a lump 
matching the one on his face had risen. “Maybe we can call it even. First you’d 
have to put down the mop so I know you won’t hit me from the back again like a 
coward.” 

“You’re the one who needs three friends to take on one kid half his size.” 
Marcus swallowed, his eyes measuring the distance between Chet and himself. 
Finally he nodded. “You four move away to the door, and Pll put down the 
mop.” 

“Fair enough.” Sending Pete, Beaver, and Squint to the door, Chet held out 
his hands palms up and moved back a step. Marcus lowered the tip of the mop. 

“See,” Chet said, taking another, slightly smaller, step away. “We can all be 
friends here.” 

Marcus lowered the mop a little farther. Instantly, Chet raced forward and 
snatched at the wooden handle. Before Marcus could bring the mop up, Chet 
ripped it from his grasp. 

“Now you’re gonna get it, freak-a-zoid,” Chet said. He lunged ahead, clearly 
expecting Marcus to try to escape. Instead, Marcus tucked his head against his 
chest in a tight ball and rolled directly at Chet. 

Unprepared for the attack, Chet stumbled backward. The mop, still swinging 
in his grip, caught between his legs, and he lost his balance on the slick floor. He 
reached for something to hang onto, but his hands found only empty space. For a 
moment he balanced on the edge of the stairwell, a look of surprised indignation 
on his face. Then, with a loud cry, he tumbled down the steps and disappeared 


from view. 


Chapter 4 


Crime and Punishment 


What's going on here?” Principal Teagarden appeared at the bottom of the 


stairs as Chet was trying to untangle himself from Marcus’s wheelchair. The 
principal was a tall, stork-like man with wintry gray eyes and rimless glasses that 
balanced on the end of his sharp nose. Thinning hair was combed in a 
complicated pattern on the top of his scalp to disguise the fact that he’d been 
mostly bald for the last five years. 

Marcus gulped. For some reason, Principal Teagarden hadn’t liked him since 
the day they met. Marcus didn’t think the current situation was going to change 
that. Especially since Teagarden was Chet’s uncle. 

“Well?” the principal shouted, tugging on the knot of his tie. “Will someone 
tell me what is going on here?” 

At the top of the staircase, Marcus, Pete, Squint, and Beaver glanced at one 
another nervously. As Marcus began to open his mouth, Chet pointed up the 
stairs and blurted out, “It was his fault. We were just mopping the floor like you 
asked us to when he came wheeling out of nowhere and knocked me down the 
stairs.” 

Principal Teagarden eyed the wheelchair—now looking more battered than 
ever—with disgust, and glared up at Marcus. “Is that true?” he demanded, 
apparently overlooking the fact that while Marcus’s chair was at the bottom of 
the stairs, he was still at the top. 

Marcus licked his lips. He glanced at the three scowling boys next to him 
and down at Chet who was clenching and unclenching his fists. He knew he was 
going to get in trouble no matter what he said, and it was only a matter of time 
before Chet and his gang caught up with him again. Maybe taking the blame this 
time would make things easier next time—although he doubted it. 

He nodded. “I . . . wasn’t looking where I was going. My wheels hit the 
soapy water. It was an accident.” 

“An accident?” the principal bellowed. “An accident? There are no such 
things as accidents at Philo T. Justice. There are only rule-keepers and rule- 
breakers. And you Mr.... Mr... .” 

“Kanenas,” Marcus murmured, keeping his eyes lowered. 

“You are a rule-breaker.” The principal pulled out his handkerchief and 


blotted his red cheeks. “You race around on this contraption of yours,” he said 
giving Marcus’s wheelchair a distasteful nudge with the tip of his shoe, “and you 
endanger the lives of every other boy in this school. I’ve got a good mind to—” 

“Principal Teagarden.” Mr. Allen, the English teacher and track coach, 
appeared out of nowhere. Quickly taking in the situation, he placed a hand on the 
principal’s shoulder. “Perhaps I can be of some assistance.” 

“T’ve got this under control,” Principal Teagarden said, glaring at Marcus. He 
gave his cheeks a final pat with his damp handkerchief and tucked it inside his 
coat. “This young man has violated school rules, and I am going to see he is 
punished. Someone could have been seriously hurt here.” 

“Yes, they could,” Mr. Allen said, his deep brown eyes giving a speculative 
glance to Chet and the wheelchair at the bottom of the stairs—and Marcus at the 
top. “But aren’t you forgetting your five-thirty appointment?” 

“What?” Principal Teagarden checked his watch, and his eyes widened. “I 
didn’t realize it was that late already.” He gave Marcus a last sharp look and 
leaned toward Mr. Allen. “See that the troublemaker is punished.” 

Mr. Allen moved past the principal to stand beside Chet, who was busy 
shooting threatening looks at Marcus. “Oh, I will,” he said. 

When the principal was out of sight, Mr. Allen folded his arms across his 
chest and glanced down at Chet. “You seem to be involved in a lot of accidents, 
Mr. Hawkins. Only usually you’re the one on the giving end, and the other boys 
are the ones who end up hurt.” 

Chet scowled and shrugged his shoulders. 

Mr. Allen returned his attention to Marcus. “You understand running—or in 
your case wheeling through the halls at high speeds—is a violation of school 
policy. If you still want to stick to your version of what happened, I’Il have no 
choice but to give you two hours in seclusion.” 

Marcus had no idea what seclusion was, but it couldn’t be any worse than 
some of the punishments he’d suffered at his other schools, and he imagined it 
was much better than what Chet had in mind if he caught him alone again. 

Averting his eyes from Chet’s threatening glare, he gave a quick bob of his 
head. “That’s the way it happened.” 

“Very well,” Mr. Allen said, clearly not believing a word of the story, but 
unable to prove it. “Chet, you and your friends will take Marcus’s wheelchair to 
Mr. Finley in the boiler room. You will wait until Mr. Finley has finished 
repairing it, and you will wash it and return it to the dormitory. You seem to have 
a way with soapy water.” 

“But we’ll miss dinner,” Chet whined. 

“I’m sure you’ ll survive.” Mr. Allen placed a firm hand on Chet’s shoulder. 


“And if I find a single bolt out of place on that chair, or if Mr. Kanenas turns up 
with any unexplained bruises or cuts in the next week, you will be mopping 
these floors until you turn twenty.” 

Chet grimaced, his eyes burning with anger. “Pll tell my uncle.” 

Mr. Allen’s expression hardened, but his voice was just above a whisper. “I 
imagine Principal Teagarden would be interested in knowing who broke into his 
office last week and stole his silver dollar collection—the collection I found 
under your mattress this afternoon.” 

Chet’s face paled, the freckles on his cheeks standing out like ink spots. He 
shot a final look at Marcus and mouthed later before yanking the wheelchair up 
off the floor. “Come on,” he muttered. 

As Chet and his friends carried the broken wheelchair out of sight, Mr. Allen 
turned to Marcus. “I’m afraid you’ll have to come with me. Can you make it on 
your own, or shall I see if I can find another wheelchair?” 

“I can make it on my own,” Marcus said. And to demonstrate, he scooted 
down the stairs and across the hall faster than a boy with two good legs and 
arms. 


Chapter 5 


Secrets 


Lying is no way to start off at a new school.” Mr. Allen glanced down at 


Marcus. 

“Yes, sir.” Marcus shrugged. They were in front of a white metal door. 
Unlike the doors to the school’s classrooms, which had large windows in the 
upper half, this one had only a tiny glass pane less than two inches square. Mr. 
Allen was standing. Marcus crouched on the floor, his bad leg tucked under him, 
his good leg sticking straight out. It was an angle which looked awkward but to 
which he had grown accustomed over the years. 

“T suppose I understand why you did it. You’re the first boy at this school 
who’s stood up to Chet and his friends. They’ll leave you alone for a few days. 
But eventually they’ll come looking for you. I can’t keep an eye on them all the 
time.” 

Marcus’s face tightened, his deep blue eyes gleaming. He clenched his fist in 
his lap. “I can take care of myself.” 

Mr. Allen grinned, surprising Marcus. “I don’t doubt that at all.” The teacher 
nodded toward the door. “This is seclusion. There is a chair inside, but no lights 
or diversions. You are not allowed to read or speak. The door locks behind you 
once you enter. It will unlock automatically if there is a fire or other emergency. 
Otherwise I will come to let you out at . . .” He checked his watch. “Seven-thirty 
sharp. Do you need to go to the bathroom first?” 

Marcus shook his head. He didn’t mind being by himself, and at least he’d be 
safe from Chet and his friends for the next two hours. As he reached for the 
doorknob, the sleeve of his shirt rode up, revealing a pink circular mark on the 
outside of his shoulder just above his bicep. 

“What is that?” Mr. Allen asked, taking Marcus’s arm in his hand. 

Seeing what the teacher was looking at, Marcus tried to pull free, but the 
teacher’s grip was too strong. 

Mr. Allen tilted his head and leaned closer to get a better look. “Is it some 
kind of tattoo?” 

“No,” Marcus answered without bothering to look himself. He’d seen the 
mark so many times he had it memorized. Upon first glance it seemed to be a 
scar or birthmark. But on closer examination, an image had been burned into the 


skin of his shoulder—like a brand on a cow. Hard ridges of scar tissue formed a 
precise likeness of two creatures doing battle inside an elaborately designed 
circle. 

On the right was what looked like a mixture of a snake and a dragon—with a 
long, scaled body, a mouthful of wicked teeth, great wings, and sharp talons. It 
was locked in combat with another make-believe creature that seemed to have 
the head of a boar, complete with long curved tusks, the tail of a fish, and a bird- 
like body with long, feathered wings. Two pairs of horns sprouted from the bird- 
boar-fish’s head, and a pair of human arms held a flaming sword high in the air. 
The serpent had its talons locked on the front of the bird’s throat, while the tusks 
of the boar were closed on the snake’s writhing body. 

Mr. Allen ran his fingers over the hardened skin. “Who did this to you?” 

Marcus shrugged. He’d had it since he was a baby. 

“Did you do that to yourself?” he asked, at last releasing his grip. 

Marcus shook his head and pulled his shirt sleeve down over his shoulder. 
Most scars faded with time. But this one was every bit as vivid as the first time 
he’d been old enough to realize it was there. Having had it for as long as he 
could remember, he saw it almost as a birthmark of sorts. But the attention 
people paid to it embarrassed him, and he tried to keep it hidden. 

“T’m sorry,” the teacher said. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.” 

“Tt’s okay,” Marcus said, shrugging again. 

Mr. Allen rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, I guess Pll see you in two 
hours.” 

Marcus grabbed the door knob, this time being careful to keep his sleeve 
from sliding up. He pulled open the door and scooted into the room on the seat 
of his pants, pushing himself with his good arm and pulling with his good leg, 
and guiding himself with his crooked leg like the rudder of a ship. 

Ignoring the chair in the center of the tile floor, Marcus slid to the far corner 
of the room and leaned his head against the wall. Chairs were made for people 
with two good legs and a straight back. For him they were a constant pain, 
causing him to squirm and wriggle until he could finally get out. The cushioned 
seat of his wheelchair was better, but he preferred to sit on the ground. 

Some kids were afraid of the dark. That’s why the schools he’d attended 
always kept nightlights on in the dormitories. But he liked the invisibility the 
dark provided. In the darkness no one made fun of his deformed body or asked 
the questions he’d heard a thousand times before. What happened to you? Does 
it hurt? Were you born that way? And many far worse. 

Closing his eyes, he tried to relax. But it was hard to take his mind off the 
way other kids saw him. How they acted around him. 


The truth was, he had no idea what had caused his deformities. Abandoned 
as a baby at the edge of a Greek Orthodox Monastery in the Sonoran Desert, 
he’d been taken for dead by the novice who found him while working in the 
citrus groves. His tiny body had been so badly crushed doctors gave him less 
than a five percent chance to live. 

Elder Ephraim, the monastery’s abbot, had taken a special interest in the 
baby. Visiting Marcus often in the hospital, and later as he was moved from one 
home to another, Elder Ephraim tried to keep his spirits up and give him hope. 
The abbot said it was only through the faith and prayers of the monks that he’d 
survived at all and that made him God’s child—whatever that means. Marcus 
wasn’t too sure of that, but he had come to love the old man and respect his 
advice. He’d been heartsick at the abbot’s death three years earlier. 

It was Elder Ephraim who’d given Marcus his name when the police were 
unable to discover his identity. Marcus, after Marcus Eugenicus, Bishop of 
Ephesus, and one of Elder Ephraim’s favorite theologians. Kanenas because it 
was the Greek word for nobody. The little nobody who had come from nowhere. 

Unfortunately, the monks had no way to care for an infant, and even if they 
did, the state would never have allowed it. So he was transferred from one foster 
family to another. None of them could take the constant stress of caring for a 
child with Marcus’s disabilities for long, and eventually he was shuffled from 
one state-run boys’ school to another. 

These days it wasn’t his disabilities that kept him on the move. He’d learned 
to cope as well as could be expected, and could do most things a normal boy 
could. Only he wasn t normal. Sometime around the age of six, he’d discovered 
he had certain . . . abilities . . . that other children didn’t. Abilities like how he’d 
been able to sense Chet’s trap, and how he’d slipped out of the dormitory 
without the boys seeing him. 

He tried to hide the things he could do—the things he could see. But 
eventually a day like today would come, when he was forced into revealing his 
differences. From that point on, the others would watch him more closely, 
ganging up on him until he was labeled a troublemaker and moved along to the 
next school. 

How long would it be before Chet and his friends noticed Marcus’s 
differences? Tonight? In a few days? Weeks? Or had they already? It didn’t 
really matter, because eventually they’d force him to leave this school, just like 
all the others. 

From outside in the hallway came the sound of boys’ laughter, and Marcus 
jerked forward. Was it Chet and his gang coming for him after all? The door was 
locked from the inside, but was it locked from the outside, too? He looked for a 


place to hide, but there was nowhere to go. Even with his abilities, he was 
trapped. He didn’t even have anything to protect himself with. 

Pressing his back against the wall, he waited for the sound of the door 
opening. But the boys outside moved down the hall, their laughter fading with 
them. 

Stretching out on the cold floor, he closed his eyes again. Sometimes he tried 
to imagine what could have happened to force his parents to abandon him. 
Maybe there’d been a car accident and his mother had wandered deliriously for 
help, leaving him near the orange trees before she disappeared into the desert. 
Maybe a vicious kidnapper had stolen him from his parents. If his father had 
fought to protect him, that might explain the injuries. Anything to keep from 
having to accept that his parents had left him for dead. 

What did it matter anyway? Whatever the reason, he was alone, and nothing 
would change that. There was no point in worrying about things he couldn’t 
control. That was another thing Elder Ephraim had told him. 

As Marcus allowed his worries to slip away, a feeling of calmness came over 
him, and he let his mind wander. When he was depressed or scared, he liked to 
imagine a place far away where everything was green and alive, where fish 
could jump out of the water, sprout color-ful wings, and fly off into the sky. 
Where trees talked and animals told corny jokes. A place where people could do 
magic and nothing was impossible. He called this imaginary place Farworld. It 
was the perfect name for a world so far away from the hot, dry, lonely one he 
knew. 

Sometimes he liked to imagine he had a friend there. A girl his age, with 
long, dark hair, emerald-green eyes, and skin that was a warm brown from 
spending so much time outdoors. She usually wore a green robe that matched her 
eyes, and some kind of necklace around her throat. He thought her name might 
be something like Kelly or Kristen. 

He wasn’t sure why he imagined his friend as a girl. He certainly hadn’t 
spent much time around girls as he was shuffled from one boys’ school to 
another. But a friend was a friend, and he didn’t have many of those. At least not 
real friends. 

Lying in the dark room, his breathing slow and relaxed, Marcus imagined he 
and his friend were on the balcony of a tall white building that twisted gracefully 
into the sky. From this spot, he could see for miles in any direction. It was early 
morning, and the sun cast a pink glow on the snowcapped mountains to the east 
—at least he thought it was east. At the edge of town, a crystal river lapped 
playfully against its banks. 

On the far side of the river, fields of tiny purple flowers waved to and fro, 


although Marcus could feel no breeze from where he sat, and the grass around 
the flowers wasn’t moving at all. He had the feeling the flowers were performing 
a dance of welcoming for the sun, and if he were only a little closer, he would 
hear them singing as well. 

Past the meadow was a deep forest filled with trees like none he had ever 
seen. For one thing, they were at least as tall as the building he was standing on, 
and many were even taller. As tall as skyscrapers. Some of them actually 
disappeared into the thick, white clouds that seemed to remain in place above 
them. For another thing, their branches were constantly in motion, waving up 
and down like big, graceful fans. He had no idea why they would do such a 
thing, but it was lovely to watch. 

He thought it would be the most wonderful thing in the world to sit below 
those slow-moving branches, breathing in the aroma of their needles and sap. He 
turned to ask the girl standing beside him if the trees smelled as good as he 
imagined, but she was gone. Swiveling his head left and right, he searched the 
balcony, but the girl was nowhere to be seen. 

All at once, a feeling of icy dread wrapped itself around his heart like a steel 
glove. He turned back to the field and saw the flowers had all tucked their purple 
heads down to the ground. And beyond, the trees of the forest had wrapped their 
branches tightly around themselves. Their trunks seemed to strain away from the 
great building where Marcus stood, as though they yearned to rip their roots 
from the ground and flee, screaming in terror. 

What could make something as strong and majestic as those trees afraid? he 
wondered. 

Above the forest, the bank of clouds which had been white and puffy only 
moments earlier was roiling and thickening into a great, black fist. From his 
perch on the balcony, Marcus felt a cold wind whip across his face and heard a 
roar of thunder. Not like the thunder he was used to in Arizona. This sounded 
like the growl of an angry beast. 

A cold rain slashed down from the sky, and Marcus realized he didn’t want to 
be in Farworld any longer. This had never happened to him before. Farworld had 
always been a place of protection—a place for him to leave all his cares behind. 
But now it felt like one of those haunted houses they put up at Halloween. He 
had the feeling something terrible and grotesque might pop out at any time. 

Brilliant green lightning flashed just above his head, tearing open the sky. He 
tried to scream, but the frigid wind ripped the sound away. Whatever was 
happening here was terribly wrong, and all at once he knew if he didn’t run now 
he might never have the chance. He tried to free his mind from the dream, but he 
couldn’t seem to break away. 


He turned to escape down the stairs and found a black-cloaked figure 
blocking his path. As the figure stepped toward him, icy-blue flames raced up 
and down the cloak like living fire. Marcus pressed himself against the wall of 
the balcony, holding his hands out before him. 

“Stay away!” he wanted to shout, only his jaws felt locked in place. 

The figure took another step closer and raised its arms. An unseen force 
lifted Marcus off the stone floor of the balcony. Looking down, he saw he was 
suspended in mid-air, the hard ground hundreds of feet below him. 

He tried to convince himself this was only a dream, but his ice-cold body 
told him otherwise. “What do you want?” he cried, not sure if the words ever left 
his mouth. 

Standing at the edge of the balcony, the dark figure slowly shook its head. A 
sudden gust of wind blew back the man’s hood, and Marcus found himself 
staring into the most evil face he’d ever seen. Piercing, silvery eyes stared out 
from above a sharp nose with a bump at the top like a tree knot. Thin, nearly- 
white lips snarled over perfect teeth. A thick rope-like scar curled from the base 
of his jaw to his right temple. 

Without a word, the man dropped his arms, and Marcus plummeted toward 
the ground. 

Marcus felt his head slam against the floor, and his eyes flew open. He was 
back in the school. Before he could shake off the effects of the dream, the door 
opened and light flooded into the room. Squinting his eyes, he saw Principal 
Teagarden standing in the doorway. 

“Asleep?” the principal asked with a scornful look on his pallid face. 

Marcus rubbed his eyes, still trying to get over the fright of his dream. 

“Come here,” Principal Teagarden said, tugging the knot of his tie. “I want 
you to meet someone.” Teagarden glanced to his left, and Marcus realized the 
principal was nervous. He decided to stay where he was for the moment, pressed 
into the back corner of the room. 

“Very well,” said the principal, coughing into his fist. “Then I guess he can 
come in and meet you.” 

As the principal moved away from the door, someone else eased past him 
and peered into the room. For a moment, Marcus thought he must be imagining 
things—then his heart squeezed in his chest, and his throat tightened to the size 
of a soda straw. 

Although the man was smiling, his lips still looked bloodless. His nose had 
the same bump at the top. But it was his eyes Marcus recognized best. 

It was the man from his nightmare. 


Chapter 6 


Getting Down 
from a Tree 


Kyj a woke to the feel of a rough tongue tickling the sole of her left foot. 


“Wake up, sleepy head,” an exasperated voice called. 

“What time is it?” She rolled over on her straw mattress, saw it was barely 
light out, and pulled her pillow over her face. 

“You have to get up early today.” Something tugged at a strand of her long, 
dark hair. 

“Stop that,” she groaned, waving a hand in the air above her head. 

“Okay,” the voice called. “You asked for it.” All at once, a sharp beak closed 
on the tip of her big toe. 

“Ouch!” Kyja shouted. She sat up to find a teal-blue, reptilian face staring at 
her from the foot of her bed. Pointed leathery ears wagged back and forth as a 
pair of bulbous, yellow eyes blinked owlishly. 

“Let go, Riph Raph!” she shouted, trying to pull her foot away. 

Ot until you ‘remise ‘o gee’ up,” the skyte said around a mouthful of foot. 
It wrapped its scaly tail about its glistening blue body and flapped its small 
wings. 

“T can’t understand a word you’re saying.” Kyja pulled her foot again. 

Riph Raph released her toe. “I said, not until you promise to get up.” 

“Well, Pm up now.” Kyja wiped her foot on the edge of her blanket. “Skyte 
spit. Disgusting.” 

“Not as disgusting as that toe,” Riph Raff said, belching out a fist-sized ball 
of blue fire. “What did you do, wade through pig manure yesterday? I’ve eaten 
dead rats that tasted better.” 

“You should talk,” Kyja said, climbing out of bed and pulling a worn, dark 
green robe over her head, covering an ivory amulet that hung from a chain 
around her neck. “Have you gotten a whiff of your own breath lately?” 

The small, dragon-like creature blinked and licked its foreleg. “I’m just 
saying you could afford to take a bath more than once a week.” 

“T bathe every day.” Kyja looked at her reflection in the square metal mirror 
hanging from a plank on the wall, wrinkled her nose, and began running a brush 


through her tangled hair. Below her, in the main level of the barn that she called 
home, she heard the Goodnuffs’ cows and horses beginning to stir. They would 
be nice and warm with their thick coats of hair, but in the loft, she was freezing. 

“T don’t know why you had to get me up so early,” she groused to the skyte, 
who was happily sharpening his talons on the wooden floor. Mr. and Mrs. 
Goodnuff, the owners of the farm and the family that had taken her in, would 
still be in bed in their cozy little house across the dirt path, as would their son 
Timton. 

Not that she held that against them. They’d been kind enough to take her in 
when she’d been found abandoned as a baby. They’d provided her with a place 
to live, food, and clothing for the last thirteen years. And they’d never once 
looked down on her or treated her badly because of her . . . differences. 

Riph Raph flapped his stubby little wings and flew up onto the dresser. “If 
you want to miss your appointment with Master Therapass, that’s up to you. I 
just thought—” 

“My appointment!” Kyja cried, dropping her brush. “I forgot all about seeing 
the wizard today. How could you let me forget?” 

Skytes hate being interrupted above all else, and Riph Raph was no 
exception. Wiggling his pointed ears he let out a disgusted harrumph. “What do 
you think I’ve been trying to tell you about all morning? If you’d ever pay 
attention to a word I said, these kinds of things wouldn’t happen.” 

“If you ever said anything worth listening to, I might pay attention,” Kyja 
said. She put on her slippers and raced across the room to the ladder that led 
down to the barn. 

Reaching the barn floor, she hurried to where the oats were stored and began 
feeding the horses. Chance, a gray and white stallion, stomped his hoof to get 
her attention and shook his long mane. 

“T’ve got a new one for you,” he said, in a deep voice. 

“T don’t have time for jokes this morning,” Kyja said as she filled his feed 
bucket. “I’m supposed to meet Master Therapass for a magic lesson.” 

“What did the veterinarian say to the shrinking cow?” the horse asked, over 
her protest. 

When Kyja ignored his question and moved on to the next stall, Pepper, a 
black filly with a white patch on her forehead neighed, “What did he say?” 

“I guess you’ll just have to be a little patient,” the stallion answered. “A little 
patient.” All across the barn, the horses whinnied laughter and stomped their 
hooves. 

Kyja rolled her eyes. She’d only heard that joke about a hundred times. Farm 
animals were nearly as dumb as a head of cabbage, but somehow they could 


remember the same jokes for years. 

“T heard that cow joke,” a plump cow mooed at the stallion as Kyja crossed 
the barn and began forking hay. 

At the water trough, Kyja pistoned the pump handle up and down until a 
stream of clear, icy-cold water poured from the spout. “I’m sorry,” she said, 
trying to catch her breath. “I can’t milk you right now. I’m supposed to meet 
with a wizard in twenty minutes. But Pl leave a note for Mr. Goodnuff.” 

“That’s okay, dear,” mooed Sassy. “I won’t pop. But Pd keep an eye on 
Marla if I were you. She’s been going a little heavy on the alfalfa.” 

As Sassy was speaking, a roan bull sidled up to Kyja and said, “What has 
four legs, a tail, a long nose, and flies?” 

“No idea.” Kyja hung up the pitchfork and started toward the door. The bull 
gave her a sly wink and whispered out of the side of his mouth, “A smelly 
horse.” 

“Oh, Brutus,” Sassy giggled, giving her long tail an extra big swish, “you are 
so-o-o funny.” 

In the farmyard things were no better. As Kyja carried her bag of corn to the 
edge of the pond, a gaggle of geese hurried up onto the bank. “How do you get 
down from a tree?” the biggest of the geese honked. 

“You don’t,” another one shouted. “You get down from a goose! Get it? 
Goose down.” At that, all of the geese rolled about on the ground, bursting into 
gales of laughter until several fell into the pond, where they nearly choked 
because they were laughing so hard. 

Not to be outdone, one of the chickens called out, “Why do pigs have pink 
skin?” 

“To keep their insides from falling out!” the rest of them said in unison. 

In their pen, the pigs stopped wallowing in the mud for a minute and gave 
the chickens a dirty glare. 

“Lowbrows,” one of them said in a snooty voice. 

“Heathens,” agreed another. 

The pigs were the only farm animals that had absolutely no sense of humor. 
As far as they were concerned, the other animals only showed their ignorance by 
repeating the silly little jokes. Normally Kyja found the animals at least mildly 
entertaining, but this morning she had to agree with the pigs. 

“Hurry up,” Riph Raph called from the top of the henhouse as Kyja gathered 
the eggs. “You’ll be late.” 

“Im going as fast as I can,” she said. It seemed like every day there were 
fewer eggs to collect than the day before. Today was no exception, but she had 
no time to worry about it this morning. Lifting the last of the hens from its roost 


with an unceremonious shove, Kyja grabbed the final egg and darted outside. 


Chapter 7 


Master Therapass 


By the time she reached the path that led from the western gates of Terra ne 


Staric to the tower, the sun was fully above the tops of the mountains. Kyja was 
completely out of breath. Normally she paused on her way into the city to 
admire the stone sculpture of Tankum Heartstrong that stood just outside the 
gates. She often wondered what it would have been like to see the great warrior 
in battle—mythic blades swinging, lips pulled back into a snarl. But today she 
barely gave it a glance. 

“Get a move on,” Riph Raph said, flying just above her shoulder. “I’ve seen 
slow-worms move faster than you.” 

“If you wanted to be helpful,” she answered in an irritated tone, “you could 
carry this basket of eggs to the kitchen for me.” 

Riph Raph flipped his ears. “You know perfectly well I can’t. A skyte’s 
wings are for transportation only. We are not beasts of burden.” 

“You certainly seem like a burden to me.” Kyja raced onto a footbridge and 
over a burbling creek, ignoring the tiny golden fish that leaped from the water 
and buzzed about her head before splashing back again. 

Past the bridge, the flagstone path wound in a spiral up a steep hill to the 
base of the tower. Every hundred yards or so, a golden fountain sprayed colorful 
patterns of water—one in the shape of a fish, another, a giant eye that stared 
balefully at anyone who passed. Between the fountains, statues of Westland’s 
most famous wizards and warriors guarded the grounds with stern expressions. 

Visitors to the tower were to stop at each fountain and wash their hands— 
purifying themselves before meeting with a member of the council or the High 
Lord himself. But Kyja had no time for such niceties. She cut directly up the side 
of the hill, ignoring the blades of royal grass that shouted, “Keep off! Keep off!” 
and, “No trespassing!” in their tiny, high-pitched voices. 

From their spots along the path, the statues turned and gave her dark scowls. 
But she ignored them, too. As frightening as the statues looked, they couldn’t 
actually tattle on her. And by the time the groundskeepers got up in another hour, 
the grass would have forgotten all about her transgression. 

At the top of the hill, she leaned against the cold, smooth wall of the tower, 
panting. After catching her breath, she hurried up the white marble steps and 


through the entryway, while Riph Raph broke off and soared up into the sky. Just 
inside the massive gate, she stopped and curtsied to a stern-looking guard. “Eggs 
for the kitchen.” 

The burly man eyed her threadbare robe through the grate of his plumed 
helmet, his steel-gloved hand resting on the hilt of his sword. “Very well,” he 
granted at last. “You may proceed.” 

After curtseying again, she scurried toward the kitchen, waiting until she was 
out of the guard’s sight before pulling her robe up to her knees and breaking into 
a full run. 

This time of the morning, the tower kitchen was bustling with activity. Men 
and women pulled loaves of bread from blistering ovens, rotated whole pigs on 
metal spits, and stirred huge pots with large, wooden spoons. Here and there one 
person or another waved a length of branch or a piece of carved horn, and hunks 
of meat magically dropped into neat, thin slices, or ladles flew through the air, 
spooning broth into pewter bowls. 

Ordinarily Kyja would have stopped to admire their spells, but today she 
barely gave them a glance. At the far end of the kitchen, a sweaty woman with 
arms like fire logs was overseeing the staff. 

“Your eggs,” Kyja said, dropping a quick curtsey. 

Bella took the basket with a hearty laugh. “I’ve told you a hundred times 
child, you don t need to curtsy to me. I’m just the kitchen help.” 

“You’re the High Lord’s personal chef,” Kyja said with a grin. “And I’ve 
told you two hundred times it’s my duty to show you the respect you deserve.” 

Bella shook her head and armed big beads of sweat from her forehead. “Can 
you stay for a bowl of pudding?” 

“No time. I’m late for my lesson with Master Therapass.” 

“Well then, move along, child.” The cook waved a heat-reddened palm 
toward a dim hallway. “Take the back passage. You’ll get there quicker.” 

Bobbing her head, Kyja disappeared into the dark hallway. Every few feet, 
the shadows were broken by magical torches that never burned out. Occasionally 
she passed a heavy wooden door. On one of the doors a thick, metal lock cried 
out, “Who goes there?” through its keyhole. But she was past it before she had a 
chance to answer. 

At the end of the hall, a narrow staircase spiraled up out of sight. Climbing 
higher and higher into the tower, Kyja carefully counted her steps as she always 
did. At exactly every fortieth step a doorway opened into a hall lined with 
brightly-colored tapestries. At the seventh such door, she turned into the hall. 
Riph Raph soared through the window and landed on her shoulder. 

“How late am I?” Kyja asked. 


Riph Raph cocked his head. “Fifteen minutes, give or take.” 

Kyja passed a tapestry showing two wizards on horseback bringing down a 
swarm of giant, bloodthirsty cave bats, and turned left into the next hallway. A 
woman’s face painted on a large vase watched her suspiciously as she walked by, 
and a stone dragon gave a great roar that nearly frightened Riph Raph off his 
perch. 

“Ouch!” Kyja said as the skyte’s talons dug into her skin. 

“Sorry,” he said, glancing nervously over his shoulder. “That thing gives me 
the shivers every time.” 

They stopped before a large, oaken door that was standing halfway open. 

“Master Therapass?” Kyja called. When there was no answer, she glanced at 
Riph Raph and stuck her head partway through the doorway. 

“Hello? Is anyone here?” 

“Maybe we should come back later,” Riph Raph whispered. “I’ve got a bad 
feeling about this.” 

“No.” Kyja shook her head firmly. “It’s been months since my last lesson.” 

Taking a deep breath, she walked through the door. The wizard’s study was a 
large, oval-shaped room with a domed ceiling. The only light came from a small, 
circular, stained-glass window set high in the wall and various candles that 
sputtered and flickered throughout the room. 

Kyja’s slippers sunk silently into the thick rugs that covered the marble floor. 
She passed shelves that rose nearly to the ceiling, filled with thick dusty books 
and various odds and ends—glass spheres, bottles of white powder, the skulls of 
small animals. 

“This place always appears so homey,” Riph Raph whispered, grimacing at 
what looked like a human finger. 

“Shush,” Kyja hissed. 

As they rounded a dark, wooden table inlaid with various ivory symbols, 
Kyja caught a movement near the door out of the corner of her eye. 

A huge, grizzled wolf rose from the rug in front of an empty fireplace. 
Muscles rippled as it gained its full height—its shoulders nearly as tall as Kyja. 
Brown eyes, as deep as wells, glittered, and its jaws crackled in a large yawn. 

It grinned, showing a mouthful of razor sharp teeth. “You’re late.” 


Chapter 8 


Magic Lessons 


Sorry, Master Therapass,” Kyja said, anxiously brushing the wrinkles from 


the front of her robe. “I overslept.” 

“Tt was my fault,” Riph Raph said from his perch high on a bookshelf where 
he’d flown at the wolf’s appearance. 

“T see. We have two sleepyheads, hmm?” The big gray wolf turned toward 
the empty fireplace, and instantly, bright orange flames sprang to life. “Not to 
worry, little ones. I seem to have overslept a bit myself.” He tilted his shaggy 
head, and the flames changed from orange to green and blue. 

“T like that better. Don’t you?” he asked, stretching his front legs out before 
the warmth of the fire. “There was a time when the chill in the morning air didn’t 
bother me. Now, alas, my old bones don’t move quite so easily as they once 
did.” 

As he tured from the fire and padded across the room, Kyja noticed the 
limp in his back right leg was worse than ever. “Can’t you use your magic to 
make that any better?” Kyja asked. 

The great wolf paused, and Kyja wondered if she had overstepped her 
bounds. Without any warning, the creature disappeared. In its place stood a 
stooped man in a powder-blue robe. 

Kyja couldn’t help admiring the transformation. Other wizards could change 
briefly into animal form, but Master Therapass was the only wizard she’d ever 
met who could actually become another creature and stay that way for days at a 
time if necessary. Transmorphism was one of the most difficult of all the forms 
of magic, but the wizard made it look easy. 

“There are some things magic can’t cure.” He shook his head ruefully, 
making his unruly gray beard waggle back and forth. “Old age is one of them.” 

“T’m sorry,” Kyja stammered. “I didn’t mean to suggest that . . .” 

“Not at all, child. Not at all.” The wizard rubbed his hip and walked to the 
table. “They who are too afraid to ask questions will remain forever ignorant.” 

“Now then,” he said, spreading his long, slender fingers flat on the table. “I 
assume you’ve come to offer me a rematch at trill stones? Because I certainly 
can’t allow a thirteen-year-old girl to beat me eleven straight times. I believe I 
am overdue for a victory.” 


He waved his right hand, and two dozen shiny red and green stones flew 
down from a shelf and arranged themselves in a perfect circle on the surface of 
the table. 

“Master,” Kyja wailed, twisting her hands in front of her robe. 

“Not trill stones then?” With a wave of his hand, the stones stacked 
themselves neatly on top of one another and whisked back up to their spot on the 
shelf. At the same time a pair of cane-backed chairs walked nimbly across the 
room and took their places behind Kyja and the wizard. 

Master Therapass lowered himself into his chair, but Kyja was too anxious to 
sit. The old man clasped his hands before him, rested his chin on his steepled 
fingers, and gave a deep sigh. “You’re here about the magic again.” 

“Yes,” Kyja cried, so excited her feet couldn’t help but tattoo a little happy 
dance of footprints on the floor. “I think I’ve figured out my problem. I’m not 
concentrating hard enough. All this month I’ve been practicing my focus. I 
stared and stared at one of my hair clips until my eyes were watering so badly I 
could hardly see. Then, all at once, I could swear one of them actually moved. 
Not much—only a jiggle, really. But it did move. Isn’t that wonderful?” 

Master Therapass glanced suspiciously up at Riph Raph, and the skyte 
quickly averted its big, yellow eyes. “Come, little one, and sit.” The wizard 
pointed a finger at Kyja’s chair, and she reluctantly took a seat. 

The old man stroked his long, gray beard, his face crinkled in thought. 
“Kyja,” he said softly. “A horse may wish to fly. And it may briefly be able to 
launch itself into the air. But shortly it must return to land again. A duck may 
wish to carry a melody like a song bird. A goat may wish to swim beneath the 
waters. But ultimately, every animal, plant, even the rock in the field, must 
accept what it is, and in doing so, achieve its potential.” 

Kyja could feel her lips trembling as her eyes began to fill with tears. 
“You’re saying I should quit trying? Just give up?” 

“Ts casting spells really so important?” he asked, his deep brown eyes 
mirroring the pain in her glistening green ones. 

“Yes!” Kyja cried, leaping from her chair. “Everyone has some magic. 
Cooks, farmers, blacksmiths. Babies turn their rattles into sweets. Mothers 
command scrub brushes to wash their children. Even plants and animals have 
magic.” 

“Everyone but you.” 

“Exactly!” Kyja began pacing about the room. “I’m an outcast. It’s bad 
enough I can’t do magic. But I can’t even take part in the magic the other kids 
do. Charms don’t work on me, spells bounce off, potions might as well be water 
for all the good they do me. I can’t play in any of their games.” 


Master Therapass traced his bony fingers across the surface of the table. 
“Don’t you see, little one? The very fact that magic does not affect you makes 
you special.” 

“Not special—strange,” Kyja said, unable to stop the tears from dripping 
down her cheeks. “Do you have any idea how I feel when the other kids make 
fun because I can’t do spells? They laugh behind my back and call me half-wit. 
They say I have to live in a barn because I’m as dumb as a cow. I don’t want to 
be different. I want to fit in.” 

She waved her hand up at Riph Raph. “Even he has .. .” Sudden 
understanding dawned on her as she stared up at the little skyte. “It was you, 
wasn’t it? You were the one who made my hair clip move.” 

Riph Raph tucked his head under his wing in shame. “I’m sorry,” he said, his 
voice muffled. “I just wanted to help. I was watching you try so hard. And I was 
concentrating with you. And suddenly . . .” 

“Ohhhh,” Kyja cried. She dropped into her chair, burying her face in her 
arms. “Pll never be able to do magic. Never!” 

“There, there.” The old wizard hobbled around the table and laid his hand 
gently upon the back of Kyja’s head. When her sobs changed to sniffles, he took 
her chin in his knobby fingers and raised it so she was looking into his eyes. 

“Listen to me,” he said, his face dark and serious. “You are right. Everything 
does have magic in it. From the smallest insect to the mighty trees of Before 
Time.” 

Kyja looked up at him miserably. “But not me.” 

Master Therapass smiled. “Even you, little one. But magic is not just spells. 
The magic you see on the outside—making pots and pans fly or brewing potions 
to make boys swoon before you—is but a tiny fraction of the power of true 
magic. The real power of magic lies within you. Who you are, what you do, and 
most importantly of all, what you may become.” 

Kyja wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “You really think I might 
have some magic inside me then?” 

The wizard nodded. “I know you do.” 


Chapter 9 


Lost and Found 


arcus studied the business card in his hand. 


Ben Linstrope 
Child Welfare Attorney 
State of Arizona 


“Well, speak up, son. You don’t seem very grateful, considering this man has 
spent the last six months trying to find you.” For the first time Marcus had ever 
seen, Principal Teagarden had his tie pulled all the way up to his skinny neck. 
And he seemed to be wearing a fresh white shirt. Marcus supposed he was trying 
to make a good impression on the man from the state. 

“Um, thanks.” Marcus turned the card over in his fingers before slipping it 
into his pants pocket. It was all too amazing to believe. 

From where he stood in the corner of Principal Teagarden’s office, Mr. 
Linstrope gave Marcus a toothy grin. “My pleasure, young Mr. Kanenas.” The 
grin disappeared as Linstrope moved toward Marcus and ran a long, thin finger 
down the wheel of his chair. “I only wish we could have identified you sooner. 
Your parents never gave up hope. But I’m afraid the authorities feared the worst 
when they caught up with the people who’d abducted you and learned of the 
atrocities they had committed upon such a tiny baby.” 

Marcus felt a lump rise in his throat. Parents. The man in the expensive 
black suit was telling him his parents had been looking for him all this time. 
They hadnt abandoned him after all. “Where . . . are my parents?” 

The attorney opened his black portfolio and handed Marcus a 5x7 
photograph. It showed a man and woman, in their early twenties Marcus 
guessed, holding a baby. Even though the baby couldn’t have been more than a 
few months old, Marcus recognized his own features on the infant’s face. His 
eyes lingered on the chubby little perfect arms and legs. Will my parents still love 
me when they learn I’m in a wheelchair? he wondered. 

“,. living in Boston for the last three years.” 

Marcus hadn’t been paying attention to the man’s words, but now he set the 
picture aside. “Boston?” he asked, leaning forward in his freshly-washed and 
repaired wheelchair. “Is that where I’m from? Boston?” 

“Actually, a small town a few miles south of there. For a long time after you 


were kidnapped, your parents were afraid to move from the house they were 
living in, just in case someone tried to contact them. It was only when everyone 
else had given up hope that they relented and moved into the city.” 

“Why aren’t they here?” Marcus asked. 

“They wanted to be, believe me,” Mr. Linstope said, closing his portfolio. 
“They would like nothing more than to take their son in their arms for the first 
time since he was a baby. Only, we have to be sure you are their son.” 

He folded his arms across his chest, a pained expression on his face. “There 
have been some... mistakes . . . in the past. Boys they thought were their son, 
only to have their hopes dashed.” 

Marcus felt his insides go cold. “You mean they might not be my parents?” 
He picked up the photograph again and studied the faces. The baby in the picture 
had to be him. It had to. 

Principal Teagarden glared at him from across his paper-strewn desk as 
though he suspected Marcus of trying to pull off some elaborate hoax. 

Mr. Linstrope tapped a manicured nail on the spine of his portfolio. “We can 
match fingerprints and such, of course. But that could take several days. And 
your mother and father are so eager to have you returned home—if you are the 
right boy.” 

“What about the picture?” Marcus asked, holding it up beside his face. “I 
look just like them. And you said yourself, the people who took me admitted 
doing this to my arm and leg.” 

“The similarities are uncanny,” agreed the attorney. “But there is one way we 
could find out for sure right now.” 

“What is it?” Marcus asked, leaning forward. “Whatever you need, just tell 
me. Anything.” 

Mr. Linstrope opened his portfolio again and flipped through the pages. He 
pulled a single sheet of paper from the stack. “The boy we are looking for has a 
unique mark of sorts.” 

Marcus felt the skin on his arms break out into tiny goose bumps. “What 
kind of mark?” 

“The police believe the band of thugs who abducted the child burned a rather 
unique mark upon the child.” Mr. Linstrope grimaced as if the thought pained 
him. “Who knows why people do such horrible things? But if you had such a 
brand on you, it would provide all the proof I need.” 

Mr. Linstrope held out the page, revealing an image Marcus had seen all his 
life—an image he could draw with his eyes closed. “Does this look familiar?” he 
asked, his eyes gleaming. 

Marcus sucked in his breath. Part of him wanted to admit he had the mark. 


After all the years of being alone, how would it feel to have a family to go home 
to? To have someone tuck you into bed at night and be there for you in the 
morning? To have someone tell you they loved you? 

But another part of him was thinking about his dream. Looking back on it, he 
tried to remember if it had been this man’s face after all. Sitting in the darkened 
room, he’d been sure. But now—under the bright lights of Principal Teagarden’s 
office—he wasn’t quite so confident. 

The features were similar to the face he’d imagined. But they were also 
different. And the scar was missing. He wasn’t even sure the figure in his dream 
had been human. Still, something about the attorney’s eyes made him very 
uncomfortable—they made him feel like he was being picked apart and put back 
together with some pieces missing. 

“Well?” Principal Teagarden spouted. “Do you have the mark or not? Speak 
up, boy.” 

Marcus barely heard him. He was studying Mr. Linstrope’s eyes, and 
something in them was setting off huge warning bells inside his head. The mark 
on his arm itched almost uncontrollably, and it was all he could do to keep from 
reaching up and putting his hand over it. 

Marcus shook his head. “I guess I’m not the right one.” 

Mr. Linstrope’s expression narrowed, and the comers of his lips rose ever so 
slightly, as if he knew Marcus was lying. “No? You’re sure there’s nothing on, 
say, one of your shoulders?” 

Looking into Mr. Linstrope’s eyes, Marcus suddenly found himself wanting 
to admit he had the mark. Tell him, whispered a voice inside his head. You can 
trust him. He’ll take you to your family. Marcus tried to shut the voice off, but it 
wouldn’t go away. He tried to pull his eyes from Mr. Linstrope’s dark gaze, but 
he couldn’t seem to turn. 

Show him. Show him. SHOW HIM! The voice drummed over and over in his 
mind. His hand was trying to reach up toward his shoulder, but he wouldn’t let it. 
It took every bit of his control to keep his fingers locked on the arm of his 
wheelchair. If only he could manage to look away, even for a second. 

“There!” Principal Teagarden shouted, and Marcus felt the grip on his mind 
release at once. Turning, Marcus realized that while his eyes had been locked on 
the attorney’s, the principal had come around from behind his desk. He was 
holding up Marcus’s right shirt sleeve. 

“The mark,” Principal Teagarden said. “It’s right here, just like the man said. 
It matches the drawing perfectly.” 

Marcus reached for his shirt to pull it back down, but it was too late. Mr. 
Linstrope was leering like a large, predatory beast. 


“Tt looks like we have our boy.” 


Chapter 10 


The All-Seeing Eye 


Kyja stood at the center of a whirling vortex of blue flame that danced and 


crackled about her entire body. Around her feet the white marble floor turned 
black and began to crack, while the air between herself and Master Therapass 
shimmered from the heat. 

“Do you feel anything?” the wizard asked, his ivory and silver wand held 
out before him. 

Kyja sighed and shook her head. Nothing at all. Not so much as a single bead 
of sweat. 

“Dragon droppings,” he said, lowering his wand. Immediately the flames 
disappeared. “I really thought we had something that time.” He waved his hand, 
and the floor returned to its former sparkling white beauty as the rug unrolled 
itself from the wall. 

Clinging to his perch on the bookshelf, Riph Raph’s big yellow eyes peeked 
out from behind his wings. “Is all that fire really necessary? It seems so... 
dangerous.” 

Lowering her head, Kyja dropped back into her chair. “Not to me. I could 
have ten tons of magic cow manure dropped on my head and I’d still walk away 
smelling like a rose. But I’m sure I’d be the one who’d have to scoop it up.” 

“Speaking of which, you need to get back home, or Mr. Goodnuff’s going to 
be very unhappy.” Master Therapass returned his wand to his robe pocket and sat 
across the table from Kyja. 

“Please,” she begged. “Just one more try. You said there was magic 
somewhere inside me. We just have to find it.” 

Master Therapass rubbed the top of his head. “Perhaps there is one more 
thing we could try today. But only for a minute. You have chores to do, and I 
have a meeting with High Lord Dinslith to attend to.” 

He glanced around the room as though searching for something. “Have I 
ever shown you my aptura discerna?” 

Kyja shook her head. “Your what?” 

“Ah, there you are,” he said, looking up toward the ceiling. “Come down 
here at once, you little imp.” 

To Kyja’s surprise, the small, stained-glass window near the top of the room 


slid down the wall, zoomed across the floor, and climbed up onto the table, 
where it lay flat, still reflecting sunlight up through its multicolored surface. 
Where it had been, the wall looked as solid as if no opening ever existed. 

“Aptura discerna,” the wizard said. “The all-seeing eye.” He tapped the 
center of the window with his wand, and the colors began to swirl and spin. 
Finally, the swirling subsided, and the window took on a pinkish hue—although 
light continued to glow up out of it. 

“Ts it like a crystal ball?” Kyja asked, looking down into the window’s milky 
depths. She wondered if she was supposed to see something in it. 

“Not exactly.” Master Therapass placed his hands on either side of the 
window, his wrinkled face illuminated by its pink glow. “Most windows look out 
on the world. This window looks in. I sense that much of your unhappiness, little 
one, comes from your confusion about who you are and where you fit in. And I 
am to blame for most of that confusion. One day, I hope to be able to clear that 
up. In the meantime, if you could just gain a glimpse of what’s really inside 
you...” 

Kyja looked up into the wizard’s face uncertainly. She had no idea what he 
meant about taking the blame for her unhappiness. “If I can’t be affected by 
magic, how can this help me?” 

“Perhaps it won’t.” The old man blew into the window, and some of the haze 
seemed to clear away. “But unlike magic spells, potions, charms, and so forth, 
aptura discerna does not seek to change the person who looks into it. It merely 
explores the depths of whoever gazes into its surface and displays what it finds. 
Would you like to give it a try?” 

“Yes,” Kyja said at once, bending over the aptura discerna so her dark hair 
pooled to either side of the window. “How does it work?” 

Master Therapass leaned back in his chair. “First, you must give yourself 
over to the window.” 

“I don’t understand,” Kyja started. 

“Look into the window and remove the barriers between your inner self and 
your outer self. Break down the walls you have built up to protect you from hurt 
and disappointment. In order for aptura discerna to see clearly, you must 
abandon fear, anger, and resentment. You must set aside your jealousies and 
disappointments. And perhaps most difficult of all, you must discard all past 
hurts, whether real or perceived.” 

Kyja’s mind whirled at the wizard’s words. Her thoughts filled with the years 
of taunting and cruelty she’d been forced to endure—not only from the other 
children, but from adults as well. The nights she’d cried herself to sleep, 
knowing she was, and always would be, an outcast. Under her gaze, the mist in 


the window thickened and grew dark, going from pink to magenta, and finally 
turning a scarlet, blood red. 

Kyja felt her emotions grow darker with the colors in the window. How 
could she forget her hurts? How could she set aside the cruelties as if they were 
just an old pair of shoes? The wizard was asking too much of her. 

“I can’t,” she cried. 

“Try remembering the people who’ve been kind to you,” Master Therapass 
said, his words gentle and soothing. 

“People who’ve been kind,” Kyja repeated softly. She thought of the wizard 
himself. He’d found a home for her when she’d been discovered abandoned as a 
baby. He’d seen to it that she always had food and warm clothing. And even 
when she’d despaired of ever being normal, he’d provided a shoulder to cry on. 
Then there was Bella the cook, who always had a slice of buttered toast or a 
piece of cake for her when she came into the tower kitchen. 

Little by little, the aptura discerna began to clear. But then—like an uninvited 
guest—another memory rose in Kyja’s mind. She’d been no more than five or 
six at the time, playing with another girl about her age near the vendors’ carts 
while Mrs. Goodnuff shopped for vegetables. Kyja was offering her new friend 
one of her carved wooden dolls when the girl’s mother came running down the 
cobble-stone street, screaming at her daughter. 

“Tessa! Stay away from that girl. Don’t you know she’s diseased?” 

Skidding to a stop in front of a shocked Kyja, the woman had yanked at her 
daughter’s hand as if saving her from a rabid animal. 

“Don’t come anywhere near my daughter!” the woman shrieked, causing all 
the people nearby to turn and see what the commotion was about. “I’ve heard 
about you. It’s bad enough you have no magic. Don’t you dare infect my Tessa!” 

As one, the crowd edged away from Kyja, giving her hard glares, leaving her 
standing alone and terrified in the middle of the street, hot tears running down 
her cheeks. 

“Kindnesses,” Master Therapass urged, as the window began to darken 
again. Concentrating fiercely, Kyja managed to push the bad memory away. 

Instead, she thought of Farmer Hendrick Goodnuff and his wife, Altha, who 
were stern taskmasters, but who had provided her with a room and a way to earn 
a living. And their little boy Timton who called out, “Ky-Ky,” and wrapped his 
chubby arms around her waist whenever he saw her. 

She remembered Anthor, the weapons master, who always had a sweet word 
and a fresh pear for her. And how he fashioned a tiny, wooden sword for her to 
practice with when she came by his shop. 

Slowly the window began to clear again. 


Quickly she searched her mind for memories, cutting off the bad experiences 
before they could take hold. There was Lady Jintette, the tower prophetess, who 
always foretold the most unlikely but well- intentioned futures. And Jade, the 
seamstress, who showed her how to patch her robes so they looked almost new. 

“Now, remember the kindnesses you have done to others,” said the wizard, 
his voice soft and distant. 

Kindnesses she had done to others? Had she been kind to others, or had she 
been too caught up in her own misery to consider that others might have their 
own problems? 

For a moment the mist in the window started to thicken and turn red once 
more. Then she remembered Riph Raph. She’d found him injured by a 
catamount when she was seven or eight, and he only a few weeks old. She’d felt 
almost guided to the crevice in the rocks where the tiny skyte was hidden. She’d 
nursed him back to health, even though he pecked her and burned her fingers 
with his little fireballs at first. 

And Singale, the man who’d lost his right arm battling Rock Giants. She’d 
discovered him penniless outside the city gates one day. She’d given him some 
of her hard earned money and found him a job working in the kitchen. 

Then there was Char Everwood, the mother of two small children, whose 
husband Rhaidnan had gone off hunting and never returned. Kyja had knocked 
on their door and offered them leftovers from the Goodnuff’s garden. She’d 
tended the children until Char could get work spinning and sewing. 

Looking into the window, Kyja was startled to see that the images of the 
people weren’t just in her head. There were Char and her children fishing for 
golden-eyes in the Two Prong River, Char’s little girl giggling as she pulled in an 
especially big fish. And there was Singale, stealing a kiss from Bella when they 
thought no one was looking. Who knew that tough old Bella had a romantic 
streak? 

But what did any of this have to do with her? Kyja wondered. She thought 
the window was supposed to give her some insight into her soul—a glimpse of 
what kind of magic she might possess. But all she was seeing were people she’d 
known. She stared intently into the aptura discerna, hoping for some clue of 
spells or abilities. 

Suddenly the image in the window changed, from people she knew to a boy 
she’d never seen before—except his features were vaguely familiar, as if she’d 
glimpsed his face long ago, in a forgotten dream. He was sitting in a silvery cart 
of some kind with big, gray wheels, his eyes fixed on something out of sight. His 
clothing was odd, and what little of the room she could make out was strange 
and unfamiliar. 


As she watched, a skinny man with a length of cloth wrapped about his neck 
like a narrow scarf walked into view and pulled up the sleeve of the boy’s shirt. 
What Kyja saw there made her gasp in surprise. Standing out clearly on the 
boy’s arm was an image Kyja knew well. That exact same image was engraved 
on the amulet she wore about her neck—the amulet Master Therapass had given 
her for her eighth birthday. 

All at once, the boy seemed to wake from his trance. The view in the 
window shifted to show another man. Although he was dressed in the same type 
of clothing as the man with the scarf around his neck, Kyja knew at once he was 
not like the man or the boy. He was a monster in disguise. 

She knew something else as well. The man wanted the boy, and unless 
something happened soon, the boy didn’t have long to live. 

Without any warning the window went black, and Kyja looked up to find 
Master Therapass shaking her. His face had turned a deathly gray, and she 
realized with shock that his hands were trembling. He was saying something. 
But it took her a moment to comprehend his words. 

“Terrible danger,” he gasped, his eyes wide with fear. “They’ve found him. 
You could be next. You must go. Now!” 


Chapter 11 


Rhymes and Revelations 


Marcus had to escape. Is was either that or go with Mr. Linstrope—if that 


was really his name. And he didn’t like his chances with the so-called attorney 
once they left the school. 

“Hurry up, boy,” Principal Teagarden said, folding his bony arms across his 
chest. 

Marcus looked up from the well-used suitcase that he was packing with his 
few belongings and wished it was Mr. Allen standing behind him in the 
dormitory. Not that he thought the English teacher would have helped him 
escape the school, but at least Mr. Allen would have listened. Marcus could just 
imagine telling Principal Teagarden, “I saw a monster in my dream that had Mr. 
Linstrope’s eyes.” They’d cart him off to the home for hopelessly insane boys 
before the last word left his mouth. Instead, he shrugged his shoulders and 
muttered, “Just a few more things.” 

“Well, snap to it,” the principal said, tapping his watch. “Mr. Linstrope is a 
busy man. He has a tight schedule to keep.” 

“Yes, sir.” Marcus nodded, shifting in his wheelchair. His stomach was in 
knots. He was nearly positive the man who claimed to be a state lawyer had no 
intention of taking him to his family. But if not, what was the point of going to 
all the trouble of making up such an elaborate hoax? 

What did Marcus have that the man could possibly want? It couldn’t be 
money. There was only about thirteen dollars hidden under the lining of his 
suitcase—money he’d saved up over the years doing odd jobs. It was a lot of 
money to Marcus, but not enough to interest a man like Mr. Linstrope. 

What if Linstrope was the man who’d kidnapped Marcus in the first place? 
Maybe he’d come back to erase the evidence of his crime. But Marcus was a 
baby when he’d been found. He couldn’t even remember his real name, and he 
certainly couldn’t remember any kidnapper. If Linstrope was involved in the 
abduction, Marcus wouldn’t be a threat to him. 

None of it made any sense, but Marcus had only two choices—he could go 
with Mr. Linstrope and hope for the best, or he could try to escape before the 
attorney got his hands on him. It wasn’t a very hard decision. 

Leaning protectively over his suitcase to block the principal’s view, Marcus 


removed his cash and the only other important possession he owned—a creased 
picture of Elder Ephraim. After a moment’s hesitation, he also grabbed an extra 
pair of underpants and stuffed them into his pocket. If he somehow managed to 
escape, at least he’d have a change of underwear. 

Snapping his suitcase shut, he glanced toward Principal Teagarden and past 
him at the open door that led to the stairs. Somewhere below was the man who 
claimed to be from the state. But he’d worry about getting past Linstrope if and 
when he got that far. 

“Finally,” Principal Teagarden said, snatching the suitcase off the bed. “Let’s 
go.” 

Marcus searched desperately around the room. He needed some kind of 
distraction. His eyes landed on the doorway at the back of the dormitory. 

“I have to go to the bathroom,” he lied. 

“What?” Teagarden growled, his cheeks turning purple. “There’s no time. 
You have a plane to catch.” 

“I have to go bad.” Marcus leaned forward in his wheelchair, faking a pained 
look. “I think it’s the pork and beans we had for lunch today.” In truth, lunch had 
been peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, but he knew the principal never went 
near the cafeteria, much less ate anything served there. 


“Well...” Teagarden’s eyes darted toward the door, and Marcus realized the 
principal was as scared of Mr. Linstrope as he was. 
“Tf I can’t go to the toilet right now, I’m gonna. . .” Marcus leaned forward 


in his wheelchair, clenched his arms over his stomach, and gave a loud moan. 

Principal Teagarden jumped backward as if he’d just stepped on a scorpion. 
“Hurry up then,” he said, wrinkling his nose in disgust. “Anything to get you out 
of here.” 

Checking to be sure the principal wasn’t following him, Marcus wheeled his 
chair into the bathroom at the end of the dormitory. Once he was out of sight, he 
climbed up on his knees, pushed open the window and peeked outside. Under 
the full, silver moon, the field behind the school was empty. He wished he could 
climb out the window and scale the wall. But even if he’d had a rope—which he 
didn’t—he wouldn’t be able to climb down with only one good hand. 

Glancing toward the door, he slid onto the cold tile, released the locks on his 
wheelchair and folded it closed. It had survived one fall today already; he hoped 
it would survive a second. Marcus leaned the chair against the wall and tried to 
push it up to the window. Beads of sweat popped out on his forehead as he 
strained against the heavy, old-fashioned chair with his good arm. It rose an inch 
or two, but then one of the handles caught on the ledge of the window, and it 
dropped back to the floor with a thud. 


“What’s going on in there?” Principal Teagarden called from the other room. 

“Cramps!” Marcus shouted back, giving out a deep groan. Panic-stricken, he 
looked around the small bathroom. The wheelchair was too heavy. The bulky 
contraption would ruin any chance he might have of escape, but he wouldn’t get 
far without it once he left the school. He spotted the wooden ramp Mr. Finley, 
the school custodian, had built so Marcus could reach the sink. 

Quickly he scooted across the bathroom, put his back against the ramp, and 
pushed off the wall with his good leg. For a moment nothing happened, and he 
worried the ramp might be attached to the floor somehow. Then, all it once, it 
slid across the tiles with a loud screeee. 

“What was that?” the Principal shouted. 

“Sorry. Guess I had a little gas,” Marcus called back, blushing furiously. 

Careful to keep from making any more noise, he finished pushing the 
plywood ramp until it rested against the wall, just beneath the window. Silently 
he wheeled his chair up the ramp and got out. Holding his breath, he tipped the 
chair and pushed until he could feel it begin to slide forward on its own. “Bombs 
away,” he whispered, and let go. 

A dull thump came from outside the window as the chair landed on the grass. 
He waited a moment to be sure Principal Teagarden hadn’t heard the fall, then 
tugged the window shut. There was no time to do anything about the ramp, but 
hopefully he’d be gone by the time anyone discovered it. 

Now came the hard part, when his plan either succeeded or failed. He was 
counting on one of the abilities that had gotten him in the most trouble at other 
schools. It had worked for him this morning against Chet and his friends, but the 
problem was, it didn’t always work. And unfortunately, he wouldn’t know for 
sure whether it had worked or not until he was actually in the dormitory. 

Closing his eyes, he pictured himself sitting on the bathroom floor, and 
began to whisper. 

“Nobody came to see me today. Nobody saw him arrive.” It was a silly little 
rhyme he’d made up years before. He felt stupid saying it, but it seemed to help 
him gain the concentration necessary to make his trick work. 

“Nobody saw him walk away. Nobody knows he’s alive.” 

Concentrating on the image of himself in his mind, he imagined himself 
beginning to fade. 

“Nobody knows when he comes and goes. Nobody seems to care.” 

With his eyes still closed, he pictured his body getting dimmer and dimmer, 
until it was really nothing more than a shadow. 

“Nobody, take me away with you. Take me into your care.” 

Marcus Nobody was now Marcus Nowhere. And as long as he was silent, no 


one would notice him passing by. At least he hoped so. 

Praying his trick had worked, he opened his eyes and leaned around the edge 
of the door jamb. Principal Teagarden was pacing the floor, alternating looks 
between his watch and the hallway. Marcus couldn’t help smiling as he imagined 
how long it would take the principal to finally work up the courage to come 
anywhere near the boys’ toilets. 

Ready or not, here I come, he said to himself, and scooted out of the 
bathroom into the dormitory. Trying not to make a sound, Marcus scooted to the 
side of the room as far away from Principal Teagarden as possible. Using his 
good hand and foot as leverage, he slid under the first bed and peeked out. 
Principal Teagarden wasn’t even looking in his direction. 

The second bed was Chet’s. Its unmade blankets smelled like mashed peas 
and old sweat socks. The next two—Pete’s and Beaver’s—were only a little 
more tolerable. He was almost halfway down the room, and Principal Teagarden 
hadn’t looked in his direction once. Marcus allowed himself to hope he was 
going to make it out after all. 

With his eyes fixed on the principal, Marcus didn’t see the baseball until he 
bumped it with his elbow, sending it rolling across the dormitory floor. 

“What’s that?” Principal Teagarden said, spinning around. Marcus froze in 
place. From experience, Marcus knew his trick only worked about half the time, 
and only then when people weren’t looking directly at him. It didn’t seem to be 
invisibility exactly—which would have been far more useful—but more like 
camouflage. When people glanced in his general direction their vision seemed to 
deflect off him. 

But now Principal Teagarden was walking directly toward the bed he was 
hiding under. Marcus pressed himself against the wall, as far beneath the bed as 
he could get. What would he do if the principal saw him? He couldn’t let himself 
be caught, and yet, how could he manage to escape? Three feet from the bed, 
Principal Teagarden bent and picked up the baseball. Turning it over in his 
hands, he glanced curiously toward the line of beds and then at the bathroom 
door. 

“Marcus!” he shouted. “Are you playing some kind of game? 

Without waiting to see if the principal would turn back in his direction, 
Marcus shimmied under the last of the six beds and slipped out the door. 
Skipping the elevator, he slid down the stairs on the seat of his pants. Three- 
fourths of the way down, he paused and peeked into the lobby. He was sure Mr. 
Linstrope would be waiting for him. But the hallway was empty. 

After another quick look in both directions, he crossed the cold, tile floor and 
pushed open the front door. Just like that he was outside, breathing in the cool 


night air. Up to this point, he hadn’t given a thought to what he’d do once he 
actually managed to escape. Now he realized that getting out of the school was 
only his first step. A boy rolling a wheelchair down the side of the road wouldn’t 
exactly be difficult to spot. 

Where would he go? How would he get there? What would he do for 
money? 

The difficulties were almost overwhelming. He was only thirteen. He 
shouldn’t have to be worrying about those kinds of things. He pulled the 
photograph of Elder Ephraim out of his pocket. If only the abbot was here to 
help him now. Elder Ephraim never seemed anxious or afraid. 

Don't worry about what you can‘ control, the old man’s gentle voice seemed 
to whisper into Marcus’s ear. The longest journey is but a series of small steps. 
Marcus nodded his head and took a deep breath. Okay, he would take it one step 
at a time. The next step was getting his wheelchair. After that, he’d deal with 
where he was going. 

As Marcus was putting the picture back into his pocket, he heard a familiar 
voice from inside the school doors. 

“Gimme one of them cigarettes, fungus breath.” It was Chet, probably with 
his friends. No doubt they were coming outside to smoke. Smoking was against 
the school rules, but Chet and his friends did it anyway. Usually behind the 
school—right where Marcus had left his wheelchair. 

With no time to waste, Marcus dropped to his hands and knees and 
scrambled around the bushes that ran along the side of the school to the corner of 
the building. Behind him, he could hear the sound of the school doors opening 
and closing, accompanied by the squawk of harsh laughter. Bits of rock and 
sticks bit through the soft leather gloves Marcus wore and into his palms as he 
scooted along the side of the school, but he took no notice. 

Although it was night, the moon was bright, and it would be easy for the 
boys to spot Marcus if he didn’t manage to get himself and his wheelchair 
around the building before they arrived. Rounding the back comer of the 
building, he started toward the spot where he’d dropped the wheelchair, then 
froze. 

His chair was gone. At first he thought he must have come to the wrong spot. 
But he could see the imprint in the mostly dead grass where he’d dropped it, and 
a little farther back, the square of light shining down through the glass of the 
bathroom window. But the silver gleam of metal which should have been there 
was gone. 

Something moved to Marcus’s left. He turned in time to see a dark figure slip 
from the shadows. 


A hand clamped around his wrist, and a voice whispered, “Now you’re 
mine.” 


Chapter 12 


The Boy in the Window 


Master Therapass looked like a madman. Muttering to himself, he paced 


back and forth across the room, his fingers combing grooves through his long 
beard. “They can’t be there . . . Yet clearly . . . If anything happens to him... All 
my fault...” 

“Master Therapass, what is it?” Kyja rose from her chair and tugged the old 
man’s sleeve. 

He looked down as though he’d completely forgotten she was there. Then his 
eyes seemed to clear. “The boy in the window. Have you ever seen him before?” 

Kyja shook her head. “No. Never. That is, I thought for a minute . . . But, 
no.” 

Bending down, he took her by the shoulders and stared into her eyes. “Are 
you sure? This is important. The image of the boy came as a direct result of your 
looking into the window. Are you absolutely certain you’ve never seen him?” 

Kyja shut her eyes tightly, trying to replay the scene in her mind. She’d 
certainly never been in a room that looked anything like the one in the window. 
The people had been dressed so strangely, and she was sure she’d recall the 
silvery cart if she’d seen it before. 

Yet there was something about the boy’s face—the way his jaw was set and 
the way his eyes burned with intensity when he’d been so focused. “I don’t think 
I’ve ever... met him. But it feels as if I might have dreamed about him. Does 
that make any sense? Could I have imagined him?” 

“You didn’t imagine him. He’s very real.” Master Therapass released Kyja’s 
shoulders and gazed up at the bookcase where Riph Raph was watching them 
both intently. “I should have predicted that,” he muttered, his eyes far away. “Of 
course he’d try to find a way, whether he knew it or not. And she would be the 
most logical one to reach out to.” 

All at once, Master Therapass took Kyja by the arm and began pulling her 
toward the door. “If they’ve found him, they’re bound to come looking for you as 
well. Of course they’ ll check the city first. But once they find you’ve left, they’ ll 
spread out. They could even be here now.” 

Kyja set her feet, pulling her wrist from the wizard’s grip. “What are you 
talking about?” 


The old man gave her a measuring look before taking her hand. “There’s no 
time to explain now. You must leave immediately. Do not tell anyone where you 
are going, except for Bella. She will give you food enough to last several days. 
Take one of Farmer Goodnuff’s horses—you’d be questioned if I provided you 
with a mount from the tower—and ride out of town as far and fast as you can. 
Pl catch up with you when I’m able.” 

Master Therapass rubbed the top of his head. “The necklace I gave you. Do 
you still have it?” 

“Of course.” She slid the gold chain from inside her robe, revealing the ivory 
amulet. 

“Continue to wear it, but keep it out of sight,” the wizard whispered, 
glancing toward the open door. “Take the back passage through the kitchen. And 
don’t talk to anyone you don’t recognize.” 

“What about the boy?” Kyja asked, fingering her amulet and remembering 
the mark she’d seen on the boy’s shoulder in her dream. 

“He’ll have to fend for himself.” The wizard shook his head, and his eyes 
told Kyja how little chance he gave the boy. “There’s nothing we can do for 
him.” 

Before Kyja could ask anything else, Master Therapass was pressing her 
through the doorway. He turned to Riph Raph. “Fly high above the city and look 
for anything out of the ordinary. If you see any sign of danger, warn Kyja 
immediately. She must be outside the gates before they arrive.” 

Kyja wanted to ask who they were, but Master Therapass would allow no 
further questions. The next thing she knew, Riph Raph had flown out the 
window he’d originally come in through, and she was racing down the staircase 
with no clear idea of what she was running from or where she was going. What 
would the Goodnuffs think when they discovered she had not only neglected to 
milk the cows but had taken one of their horses as well? 

For a moment she considered asking Bella to let her hide in the kitchen. 
Nothing could threaten her in the tower of Terra ne Staric. The capital city had 
over two hundred guards and over ten thousand citizens capable of taking up 
arms. But then she thought about the look she’d seen on the wizard’s face. 

Master Therapass was old, but no one would ever accuse him of being a 
coward. Mr. Goodnuff once told Kyja that, in his prime, Master Therapass had 
been the most feared and respected wizard in all of Westland. Kyja didn’t doubt 
it. She’d seen the way even the Captain of the Guard showed him deference. If 
Master Therapass believed there was something to be afraid of, she believed it 
too. 

Reaching the bottom of the stairs, Kyja raced through the dimly lit hallway. 


Somewhere outside the tower she could hear the ringing sound of trumpets and 
wondered what they announced. At the kitchen doorway, she found Bella 
waiting. 

“Take this,” Bella said, handing her a bulging grain sack. 

“But when—” 

“Hush, child.” The stout cook placed a finger to her lips. “Too many big ears 
and even bigger mouths in this kitchen.” 

Bella clutched Kyja against her ample waist and pushed open a scarred 
wooden door. Quickly they hustled down a hallway Kyja had never used before. 
The downward sloping passage was much narrower than most of the tower 
hallways and covered with bits of straw. Kyja’s feet skidded on the slick stone 
floor. As they made their way along the passage, the air began to fill with the 
smell of cows and pigs. 

“This leads to the livestock pen,” Bella said in a low voice. “Shouldn’t be 
anyone using it this time of day.” 

“How did you know I was coming?” Kyja asked when they were safely out 
of the kitchen. 

“Never you mind. Master Therapass has his ways.” Bella looked down at 
Kyja with worried eyes. “What are you running from child? I’ve never seen the 
wizard so worked up.” 

“That’s just it,” Kyja said, trying to keep her footing. “I don’t know. I don’t 
even know how long Pll be gone. Did he tell you anything?” 

“Only that I was to get you out of the tower as quickly and quietly as 
possible.” 

All at once, the passage leveled out and opened into a fenced yard. On one 
side, a dozen fat sows rolled and snorted in the mud. On the other side, a flock of 
turkeys huddled together as Bella lifted the metal latch and opened the long, 
wooden gate. 

“Hush your beak,” Bella warned as the largest of the turkeys gave his waddle 
a shake and spread his tail feathers, “or you’ll be on the dinner menu tonight.” 

“Come on,” she said, taking Kyja’s hand. They crossed the mucky livestock 
yard and passed through a second gate. A narrow dirt path, rutted by years of 
hoof prints, bordered a stone wall and led past the edge of an apple orchard. 
Although Kyja had never been this way, she understood roughly where they 
were. 

“Here,” Bella said, pulling a dark, gray scarf from her apron pocket. “Tie this 
around your head and keep it on until you get out of town. Master Therapass 
wanted me to remind you not to talk to anyone, and to stay out of sight as much 
as possible.” 


As they left the orchard, the path wound through a maze of tall hedges and 
ended before a rusted metal gate. Bella produced a key and unlocked the gate as 
Kyja tied the scarf beneath her chin. 

“If you run into trouble, send that skyte of yours with a message and I’!1—” 
Bella’s words died in her mouth as she and Kyja rounded the corner. Not more 
than twenty yards away, where the path met the road, two dozen of the royal 
guards marched in formation. In the center of the formation was the High Lord 
himself, riding on a tall black stallion side-by-side with a man Kyja had never 
seen. 

Before Bella could push Kyja behind her thick body, the stranger looked in 
their direction, and Kyja felt sure his dark eyes marked her. 


Chapter 13 


Problem Solver 


The bird has flown the coop.” Mr. Linstrope grinned darkly. “Such a 


naughty little bird.” 

Marcus squirmed and tried to twist out of the man’s grasp, but Linstrope’s 
fingers dug into the skin of his arm like a steel trap, twisting until it felt like the 
bone was going to break. 

“Don’t scream, or I’ II kill you here and now,” the man hissed. 

“What do you want?” Marcus asked, trying not to cry from the pain. 

“T thought that was quite clear.” Linstrope eased the pressure on Marcus’s 
arm a fraction and leaned down until they were face to face. “I want you.” 

Marcus searched the dark schoolyard for anyone who might be able to see 
what was happening. At this point, even Chet and his friends would be a 
welcome relief. 

Linstrope must have had the same idea, because he too glanced quickly 
about. With no effort, he swung Marcus into the air and dropped him into the 
wheelchair he’d hidden in the shadows. “Personally, I wouldn’t mind disposing 
of those four little trolls from the school,” he said, pushing Marcus and the 
wheelchair across the sandy grass toward a small grove of trees several hundred 
yards away. “But I think more privacy is called for.” 

“Who are you?” Marcus asked as they bumped and rattled across the field. 

Linstrope laughed again. It was a dangerous sound—papery and dry like a 
scorpion stalking its prey along an empty river bed. “I suppose formal 
introductions are called for. Though, I rather enjoyed being Mr. Linstrope. I’m 
fascinated by the concept of lawyers—people whose entire reason for being is to 
twist the rules to suit their own purposes. Quite a noble profession, don’t you 
think? It’s a pity they don’t exist where I come from.” 

He pointed a long finger to the ground, and Marcus jerked backward as the 
grass near his feet burst into flame. A moment later, he realized the flames 
spelled out the same words he’d seen earlier on the man’s business card. 

His face highlighted by the moon’s silvery light, Linstrope raised an eyebrow 
as one side of his mouth lifted in an amused grin. “Watch closely now, little bird. 
I’d hate to have you blink and miss it.” 

Pursing his lips, the man blew toward the words. Like magic, the burning 


letters reading Ben Linstrope rearranged themselves into a new name: 
Bonesplinter. Below them, Child Welfare Attorney and State of Arizona faded 
away, replaced by Problem Solver and State of No Return. Then the entire thing 
flared brightly before disappearing into ashes. 

Marcus looked up and realized the man’s face had changed as well. His 
mouth was bigger, the nose flatter and wider. His eyes were farther apart, and his 
cheekbones had disappeared entirely, giving him a sunk-in look. And the scar 
from Marcus’s dream had reappeared—a jagged line running up the side of his 
face. 

“Quite a clever little trick, don’t you think?” Linstrope said. “I imagine I 
could turn a pretty penny here, doing birthday parties and magic shows. 
Although it’s not nearly as useful as your tricks, is it, little bird?” 

Marcus’s stomach went cold. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“Oh, I think you do.” Bonesplinter tightened his grip, and Marcus felt as if 
spikes were being driven into the muscles of his arm. “Your disappearing act is 
quite impressive—especially considering your current . . . circumstances. But 
not nearly as impressive as what you might have learned to do over time. It’s a 
shame you’ll never have that time.” 

They had reached the edge of the field. Looking over his shoulder, Marcus 
thought he could see figures walking around the back of the school. Before he 
could be sure, Bonesplinter pushed him into the grove of trees. 

“What are you going to do to me?” Marcus asked through gritted teeth. 

Bonesplinter stopped deep in the shadows. “I’d like to spend a little time 
getting to know you,” he said. “I’d like to study you like a fine watch and see 
what makes you tick.” 

In the darkness the man’s face was still changing. His eyes looked even 
farther apart and his nose flattened until it was almost gone. His whole head 
appeared to compress and shift, while his mouth grew huge. His voice was 
changing too, growing deeper and raspier. 

“Unfortunately,” Bonesplinter whispered, “it’s not up to me. It won’t be long 
before the others come looking for you, and my orders are quite clear. I’m afraid, 
little bird, that you won’t be returning to your nest.” 

As Bonesplinter leaned forward, his head emerged from the shadows into a 
shaft of moonlight. His yellow eyes gleamed hungrily. Teeth like sharpened 
daggers filled his mouth. But worst of all, Bonesplinter’s skin had turned black 
and scaly. 

Marcus screamed. He was looking into the face of a huge, deadly snake. 
Mouth wide open, it darted toward him. 


Chapter 14 


Taking a Chance 


Bella, what a surprise. I expected you would be in the kitchen, preparing 


breakfast.” 

Cowering behind Bella’s wide backside, Kyja recognized the voice of High 
Lord Dinslith. But who was the man with him? Kyja had never seen him before, 
which was not so unusual by itself. Visitors came from all parts of the world to 
consult with the wizards of Westland. Master Therapass had specifically warned 
her against speaking to any strangers, but surely he didn’t mean anyone 
accompanied by the High Lord. 

“Breakfast is awaiting your return, High Lord. I’m on my way to fetch more 
chickens for lunch.” Bella’s voice sounded calm and worry-free, as if she were 
just out running a perfectly ordinary errand. But with her hands hidden behind 
her back she gave Kyja a hard push. “I know how you and the council like fresh 
poultry.” 

What was Bella doing? Did she want Kyja to leave—by herself? What was 
safer than being near the High Lord and his personal guards? 

“Your culinary expertise is renowned far and wide. I am truly as honored to 
sample your cooking as I am to meet with the council,” said a silky voice Kyja 
didn’t recognize. She felt sure it must belong to the High Lord’s visitor. 

Bella chuckled. “You are too kind. I’d best get to those chickens then, or risk 
ruining my hard-won reputation.” She gave another shove backward. “I’m sure 
you men have things to attend to as well, so I won’t keep you any longer.” 

“And who is your little friend?” the silky voice inquired. 

This time Bella’s meaning was unmistakable as she practically knocked Kyja 
down with her strong hands. Kyja stepped backward, still blocked from view by 
Bella’s body. 

“Friend?” Bella asked. Kyja turned and ducked around the hedges. The gate 
was locked, but she thought the bars were just wide enough to squeeze through. 

“The girl. The one standing beside you just a moment ago.” Kyja could still 
hear the stranger’s voice—sounding slightly irritated—as she pushed her head 
between the bars. At first they seemed too tight, but with a little more effort she 
managed to make it through. Turning her shoulders, she climbed between the 
rusted bars to the other side of the gate. 


“I didn’t see any girl. It must have been one of the . . .” Bella’s voice faded 
as Kyja raced past the hedges and into the orchard. Did Bella really think the 
man with High Lord Dinslith was dangerous? That was crazy. What would a 
respected visitor of the council’s want with a girl who fed chickens and milked 
cows? 

As Kyja ran through the orchard, the trees began to shake their branches in 
her direction, rattling their leaves and offering fresh fruit. 

“Apples! Try my apples; they’re quite juicy.” 

“Over here. Ripest fruit you’ve ever seen. I’d eat them myself if I could. 
Come and pick a few before the birds get them.” 

“Call those shriveled little things apples?” said a third tree. It waved a 
gnarled branch at the other trees’ fruits, which were a little smaller than normal. 
“If you want rosy cheeks and white teeth, I’ve got just the thing for you.” 

“Be quiet,” Kyja whispered, hoping their voices wouldn’t carry back to the 
High Lord’s entourage. If the stranger really was the one Master Therapass had 
warned her about, then he might have recognized her. And that meant she had to 
get out of town now. She checked the sky for Riph Raph, but the skyte was 
nowhere in sight. 

At the edge of the trees, Kyja scaled a crumbling stone wall and stopped 
before another row of hedges. She’d come this way as a little girl, sneaking 
apples from the orchard. The hedges surrounding the orchard looked ordinary 
enough, but they were actually cursed to keep out trespassers. Anyone who tried 
to get past them suffered the embarrassment of having his or her head swell up 
and turn bright red, until they looked just like the apples they were trying to 
steal. 

But because Kyja wasn’t affected by curses, her so-called friends recruited 
her to sneak inside and bring back fruit. That lasted right up until Mrs. Goodnuff 
found out what was going on. Kyja and the other apple thieves had been forced 
to spend a week weeding and raking the grounds to pay for their theft. Those had 
been the most expensive apples Kyja had ever eaten. 

She’d never taken any since. But she still recalled the way out of the orchard. 
Lying on her belly, she wormed into the base of the hedges. Prickly branches 
tugged at her robe and caught at the bag of food she dragged behind her. At least 
there weren’t any thorns. Kyja was much bigger than the last time she’d come 
this way, and crawling through was more difficult than she remembered. 

At last she pushed aside a branch of the waxy leaves and emerged into bright 
sunlight on the other side. Like the tower, the orchard was set up on a hill. Lying 
on her stomach with her head just protruding from the foliage, Kyja could see all 
the way to the Goodnuffs’ farm. The sun was now well into the sky, and all about 


Terra ne Staric the cobblestone streets were filling with horse-drawn carts and 
people going about their day’s business. Kyja couldn’t see anything out of the 
ordinary. But then again, she didn’t know what she was looking for. 

“Are you going to hide in those bushes forever? You look like a worm trying 
to decide if it will come out of the apple.” 

Kyja jumped at the unexpected voice, a nearby branch sharply poking the 
back of her head. 

“Riph Raph! Don’t sneak up on me like that,” she grumped as she climbed 
out of the bushes and brushed herself off. 

“Maybe you just weren’t being observant.” The skyte flapped up onto her 
shoulder and plucked a stray leaf from her hair. 

“T was being as observant as I could. I just didn’t expect a nosy skyte to land 
next to my head,” Kyja said, straightening her scarf. 

“Nosy!” Riph Raph huffed, and a ball of flame nearly singed Kyja’s 
eyebrow. “Then I suppose you don’t want to hear about what I saw flying all 
over the city while you were hiding under bushes.” 

“I’m sorry.” Kyja ran a knuckle down the bumpy ridge of skin on the back of 
Riph Raph’s head. “I’m just worried. Did you see anything on your flight?” 

Riph Raph made a noise that was half purr, half growl, and arched his back 
as Kyja petted him. “Nothing except the High Lord and his guards. I wonder 
where they were coming back from so early in the morning. I didn’t like the 
looks of the stranger with him. He had suspicious eyes.” 

“That’s just your imagination. The High Lord would never consort with 
untrustworthy people,” Kyja said. But she was still glad the orchard and hedges 
were between her and the High Lord’s visitor. “What about the farm? Did you 
see anything there?” 

Riph Raph gave a little sigh as Kyja stopped rubbing his back. He shook his 
head, making his floppy ears waggle. “Nothing except a bunch of dumb animals. 
The Goodnuffs are still eating breakfast. But I’d hurry if you’re going to get a 
horse. It won’t be long before Mr. Goodnuff heads out to the barn.” 

“Right.” Kyja trotted down the hill, with Riph Raph flying just above and 
behind her. At the base of the hill, she cut across a field and ducked through the 
back of the tannery. Wrinkling her nose as she passed large, round vats of lye 
and stacks of cured hides, she slipped quietly past the building and hurried up 
the alleyway. 

It felt silly to be sneaking around like a thief in the town she’d known all her 
life. But at the same time, something did feel wrong. It was probably just her 
imagination at work. With nothing specific to be on the lookout for, she found 
herself seeing menacing shadows in every doorway and watchful eyes in every 


window. 

Maybe it was because of the boy she’d seen in the aptura discerna. Thinking 
back on it, she couldn’t remember why she had been so sure the boy was in 
danger, but she was sure. And it seemed unthinkable that she could see his 
danger and not be able to do something. What was the point of seeing someone 
in need if you couldn’t help him? 

Keeping her head tucked low to her chest and her scarf pulled far down on 
her forehead, she hurried past the rows of shops and turned toward the western 
gate. Convinced that someone would stop her before she could get out of the 
city, she hunched her shoulders as she passed through the gate. But the guards 
who lounged casually to either side of the entrance barely glanced in her 
direction. 

Once through the gate, Kyja raced along the side of the dirt road, her feet 
kicking up tiny plumes of dust behind her. Half a mile down the road, she turned 
and cut through the Broomheads’ farm. Mrs. Broomhead, who was outside 
hanging clothing on the line, peered curiously in her direction, but Kyja didn’t 
stop to wave. The feeling of unease was growing stronger inside her. And along 
with it came a sense of urgency, of something dark coming. 

At the edge of the Broomheads’ yard, Kyja vaulted the split-rail fence and 
raced through the rows of the Goodnuffs’ strawberries. She was sure there would 
be something waiting for her inside the barn. But only the cows and horses 
looked up from eating their oats and hay when she entered the dark interior. 

“Tt’s about time you got here,” said Sassy. 

“Sorry,” Kyja said, looking quickly around the shadowy building. “Has 
anyone other than the Goodnuffs been here since I left?” 

Sassy rolled her big brown eyes, shook her head, and went back to eating her 
hay. Other than remembering jokes, farm animals weren’t known for having long 
memories. But as far as Kyja could see, nothing appeared to be out of the 
ordinary. Still, she hurried up to the loft, gathered her few belongings and added 
them to her food sack. 

She considered leaving a note for the Goodnuffs, but what could she tell 
them that would make any sense? And if someone did come along looking for 
her, it might be better if they didn’t find a message. Instead, she climbed down 
the ladder and took a saddle and tack from the wall. Normally she chose Pepper 
when she went horseback riding, but today she needed speed. Chance, a retired 
war horse, was the oldest in the Goodnuffs’ stable, but he was also the biggest 
and fastest. 

Kyja carried the saddle to Chance’s stall and leaned close to the big, gray- 
and-white stallion’s ear. “Listen carefully,” she whispered. “You and I are going 


on a trip. But I need you to be very quiet until we get outside of town. Do you 
understand?” 

Chance studied her for a moment before nodding his big head. 

“Good boy,” Kyja said, and lifted the heavy saddle onto his broad back. 

She was just sliding the bit into Chance’s mouth when Riph Raph flew into 
the barn. He landed on the edge of the stall with a flurry of his little leather 
wings, overcorrected, and nearly fell into the hay. 

“Coming!” the skyte said, panting. “Fast.” 

Kyja spun around, holding Chance’s reins in her hand. “What’s coming?” 
she asked, an icicle of fear forming inside her chest. 

“Don’t know,” Riph Raph said, still trying to catch his breath. “Never seen . . 
. anything . . . like it before. But it’s coming fast. We need to leave now.” 

“How do you know it’s coming here?” Kyja asked. She was trying to stay 
calm, but Riph Raph’s anxiety was contagious. 

“Followed it.” The skyte waved its wings, nearly taking flight again. “Some 
kind of dust cloud making a beeline for the farm. No time to talk.” He flapped 
his wings so hard that he actually did take flight. “Come on!” he shouted so 
loudly the rest of the farm animals looked up to see what the commotion was. 

Kyja pushed open the stall door with shaking fingers and put her foot in 
Chance’s stirrup. Lifting her leg over the food sack she’d tied on, she climbed 
into the saddle. Now Chance seemed to sense something as well. He shook his 
head, snorted and pranced backward in the stall. 

“Come on,” Kyja said, urging the big horse forward with her heels. “Let’s 
go.” 

Chance didn’t need any further persuasion. In three quick strides, he left the 
stall and raced out of the barn. Kyja started to ride toward the road, but Riph 
Raph flew in front of her, cutting her off. “Not that way,” he shouted. “Across 
the field, to the creek.” 

Kyja glanced toward the road and her heart jumped up into her throat. Less 
than a mile away, something was raising huge plumes of dust in the road. 
Whatever was making the dust was too fast to be on foot, or even on horseback. 
In the few seconds she watched, the cloud closed a third of the distance to the 
Goodnuffs’ farm. And now Kyja thought she could actually feel the very ground 
shaking. 

“I need to warn the Goodnuffs,” she called. She looked toward the little 
house with smoke curling from its chimney. 

“No time!” Riph Raph shouted, nearly hitting her with his wings as he flew 
about her head. “It’s almost here. Besides, Master Therapass said it’s you who’s 
in danger.” 


Kyja gave one last glance toward the house before yanking at Chance’s reins. 
Turning him toward the field, she jabbed his flanks with her heels. “Be off!” she 
shouted, and the big stallion sprang to life so quickly it was all Kyja could do to 
hang on. 

Green stalks of com passed in a blur as Kyja and Chance raced toward the 
creek. Over the clatter of the horse’s hooves, Kyja heard the sound of the farm 
animals mooing, crowing, honking, and squawking. Then the animal noises were 
drowned out by a roar that threatened to burst her eardrums. 

Clinging tightly to the reins, she glanced over her shoulder. What she saw 
there was so incredible she couldn’t look away. Despite her fear, she yanked 
back on Chance’s reins, and the big horse skidded to a halt, kicking up clods of 
dirt. The billowing cloud of dust had reached the entrance to the Goodnuffs’ 
farm. Floating just above the road, like a giant hand poised to smash an insect, 
the dust cloud turned and raced up the gravel drive that led to the Goodnuffs’ 
house. 

In a patch of clover-filled meadow, midway between the barn and the house, 
the roaring stopped as quickly as it had started. Clenching her fists, Kyja 
watched as the cloud drifted slowly to the ground. She squinted her eyes, 
expecting something truly awful to appear. But when the dust cleared away, 
there was nothing to see. The ground where the cloud had been had a slightly 
bumpy look to it, but it was empty. 

Relief flooded through her body. Maybe it was a false alarm. Maybe 
whatever had caused the cloud realized she was gone and changed its mind. If 
she returned to the farm she might be able to— 

Without any warning, the meadow exploded. The ground jumped and 
swayed beneath Chance’s hooves as dirt, rocks, and wood flew into the air. As 
the debris fell back to the ground Kyja felt sure her eyes must be playing some 
kind of trick on her. The meadow, the barn, the house; all of it was gone— 
reduced to a pile of splintered boards and broken stone. 

“No,” she gasped. At this time of the morning Mr. Goodnuff would have 
returned to the house from his morning chores. Mrs. Goodnuff would be in the 
kitchen serving breakfast to her husband and little . . .“Timton,” she whispered, 
feeling her head begin to grow light. 

As Kyja watched, three black snakes as big around as tree trunks and nearly 
twenty feet long slithered out of the ground and wrapped themselves into tight 
coils. In the blink of an eye, where the three snakes had been, three men 
appeared, their heads covered in dark cowls. 

Before Kyja could see anything more, Chance turned and galloped into a 
grove of trees. With a burst of speed, the old warhorse leapt up and over the 


creek. Hot tears dripping down her cheeks, Kyja pressed her face against the 
horse’s mane and held tight. 


Chapter 15 


The Golden Rope 


Maybe they weren’t in the house at all. Maybe . . .” Kyja’s words dried up 


as her throat tightened. She stood trembling beside Chance, whose heaving 
flanks were covered in sweat. 

In the small willow tree where he perched, Riph Raph looked away, his 
bright yellow eyes damp. 

“Why would they kill the Goodnuffs?” Kyja cried, rubbing her cheeks 
furiously with the palms of her hands. “They weren’t even looking for them. 
They were looking for me.” 

Riph Raph anxiously twitched his tail back and forth. “They were . . . that is . 
.. I don’t know.” 

Kyja felt her legs wobble and had to grab Chance’s saddle for support. She’d 
been riding all-out for the last half hour, sure that any minute the black snakes 
would rise up from the ground and swallow her whole. Even now, she fearfully 
scanned the open terrain around her for any sign of a dust cloud. 

“Do you think they’re following us?” 

“T don’t see any sign of them.” Riph Raph shivered. “If they were, I don’t 
think we’d be here.” 

Kyja walked to a nearby stream and bathed her face with handfuls of cold 
water. Had Master Therapass known about the huge snake things? Why hadn’t 
he given her more warning? Maybe he thought the very idea would have 
frightened her so badly she 
wouldn’t be able to leave the tower. 

If so, he was right. After thirty minutes of hard riding, the town of Terra ne 
Staric had shrunk in the distance. But the tower rose clearly above the horizon 
like a giant sewing needle. Looking at it, she desperately wished she was high 
within its protection. 

Riph Raph flapped down from the tree branch and landed beside the stream. 
A handful of tiny green and red flickets, drawn by the ripples from Kyja’s 
fingertips had leapt from the water and were circling Kyja’s head, flittering 
about on nearly transparent wings. Riph Raph snatched two of them out of the 
air with his beak as the rest dove back into the cover of the water. 

“How can you eat at a time like this?” Kyja demanded. 


“Sorry,” the skyte said, crunching them between his teeth. “I was hungry.” 

“Why do you think Master Therapass didn’t have us stay in the tower?” Kyja 
asked, trying to ignore the disgusting bits of fish stuck between the skyte’s teeth. 

Riph Raph scratched his tail with his right talon. “Maybe he didn’t know 
what form the danger would take.” 

Kyja hadn’t thought of that. She’d just assumed if the wizard knew Kyja was 
being pursued, he’d also know what was pursuing her. And if he didn’t know 
about the snakes, what else might he not know about? All at once she felt 
incredibly alone and vulnerable. Why not head back into town? If the snakes had 
learned she was no longer in Terra ne Staric, they’d go looking for her 
elsewhere. Master Therapass had said so himself. 

But he’d also said to keep riding until he caught up with her. She wasn’t sure 
how long that would be, or even how he’d know where to look. But the wizard 
had been right about the danger, so she supposed she’d trust his advice on this as 
well. 

Looking at her reflection in the rippling brook made her think about the 
aptura discerna again. What did the boy she’d seen in the window have to do 
with her? And why did his danger mean she was in danger also? The only link 
she could see between the two of them was the mark on the boy’s shoulder and 
the necklace Master Therapass had given her when she was a little girl. 

She slipped the amulet out from her robe and studied the image carved into 
it. She’d always found it both repulsive and compelling at the same time. What 
were the beasts supposed to be, and why were they fighting with one another? 
She’d been grateful that Master Therapass thought enough of her to give her 
such an expensive-looking heirloom. But until today she’d never questioned why 
he gave her this specific piece of jewelry. 

“Those snake-men were looking for me,” she said. “Do you think the man 
who came after the boy in the aptura discerna was one of them too?” 

Riph Raph cocked his head. “Master Therapass said there was nothing you 
could do for the boy, so there’s no point in worrying about it.” 

“I know.” She rubbed the tip of her thumb across the amulet. But she 
couldn’t stop thinking about him. If the man she’d seen was one of the snake 
creatures, the boy didn’t stand a chance. So why show her something she could 
do nothing about? Master Therapass had said that the aptura discerna might help 
her discover the magic inside her. Did that mean the boy had something to do 
with her magic? 

Staring into the water, she tried to recall the boy’s face. His hair had been 
reddish-brown and messy, as if he hadn’t had it cut in months. His body looked 
thin and weak, but his eyes seemed filled with an inner strength. Master 


Therapass said that the aptura discerna was only an eye that could see into 
Kyja’s soul. Was it possible she could find the boy on her own? 

Closing her eyes, she tried to pull up the images she’d seen in the window 
just before the boy had appeared: Riph Raph young and helpless. Char and her 
children catching fish. Bella kissing Singale. They were all people she had 
helped. Had she somehow helped the boy, too? Or was she supposed to help 
him? 

Without warning, she suddenly saw the boy again in her mind. He was still in 
his silver cart, only he was no longer inside the strange room. He was outside, 
and it was night. Something was wrong. The boy looked terrified. His mouth 
was open as if he were screaming. 

The view shifted, and Kyja’s skin went cold. Glittering in the moonlight was 
the black-scaled head of a snake. Its teeth gleamed wickedly. No! Kyja screamed 
in her head. The boy turned in her direction for a second as if he’d heard her. 
Then he reached for something in his pocket. Whatever it was, Kyja knew it 
wouldn’t be enough. The boy was going to die unless someone helped him. The 
only one who could help him was Kyja, but she didn’t know how. 

I won't let you die, she screamed silently. I won't! 

Concentrating with all her might, she tried to reach out to the boy. In her 
hand, the amulet burned as an image appeared in her head. It was a long, golden 
rope hanging just above the boy’s head. She had no idea what the rope meant or 
how to use it, but there was no time to worry about that now. As the snake 
struck, she mentally pulled on the rope as hard as she could. 


Chapter 16 


An Elastic Escape 


Å million different thoughts raced through Marcus’s head as the giant black 


snake lunged toward him, but none of them would help him escape. There was 
no time to run. No time to try his disappearing trick. He heard his voice 
screaming as though he were outside his head, but no one was close enough to 
help. 

Then, impossible as it seemed, someone was there. A girl was standing 
beside him—a girl with long, dark hair and a green robe. As the snake’s head 
came forward, the girl cried out, “No!” 

Marcus dodged to the side, and the girl’s sudden appearance seemed to throw 
off the snake’s aim just enough that its scaly head missed Marcus’s neck by 
inches. He could feel the snake’s hot breath. Something dripped from its mouth 
onto the back of his arm. Instantly his skin began to burn as drops of clear liquid 
bubbled and hissed. He wiped his arm against the front of his shirt, watching 
with horror as the liquid ate through the fabric. 

He looked for the girl, but she was gone. It must have been his imagination. 

And yet the snake seemed to be looking for the girl as well. Its yellow eyes 
darted left and right as its head weaved through the 
night air. “A very good illusion. A much better trick than I would have thought 
you capable of. You are full of surprises,” the snake hissed, venom dripping from 
its fangs in tiny, sizzling drops. “But they won’t save you.” 

Marcus had no idea what the snake was talking about. He’d had nothing to 
do with the girl. But if the snake thought he did... ? 

“I can do it again,” he said. “But this time it won’t just be a girl. Itll bea... 
a monster.” 

For a moment the snake seemed to take his threat seriously. Then its eyes 
narrowed as it shook its diamond-shaped head. “You’re bluffing. Enough of 
these games. It’s time for you to die.” 

Marcus searched the wooded ground for some kind of weapon—a stick or 
anything he could use to defend himself. 

Opening its mouth wide, the snake coiled itself and prepared to launch again. 

Marcus’s right hand went to his pants pocket and he felt something there. 
Without the time to even think about what it was, he pulled the item from his 


pocket and held it up before him as the snake struck. 

This time the snake didn’t miss. 

The item Marcus held in his hands was ripped from his fingers as the snake’s 
head connected solidly with his chest. The strike was so hard Marcus was 
knocked against the seat of his wheelchair and rolled backward five or six feet. 
And yet the snake’s fangs didn’t pierce him. 

As the snake recoiled, Marcus looked up. Only a few feet away, the snake 
was swinging its broad, flat head wildly back and forth and struggling to snap its 
jaws. It was close enough to kill Marcus with one bite, only it couldn’t see what 
it was doing because its head was trapped inside Marcus’s extra pair of 
underwear. 

For a moment, Marcus could only sit frozen in place, transfixed by the sight 
of the frustrated snake. It was so ridiculous he would have burst out laughing if 
he hadn’t been so terrified. The beast shook its head and gnashed its teeth, but 
the elastic of his Fruit of the Looms stretched out and back with every movement 
of the snake’s head. 

Realizing he only had seconds until the snake managed to free itself, Marcus 
grabbed the wheels of his chair and raced toward the school. Behind him, he 
heard a ripping sound, and a moment later a hiss of rage and the slithering of 
scales on dirt. 

As Marcus reached the edge of the trees and broke out onto open grass, he 
glanced backward. The snake was less than ten feet behind and gaining. Its long, 
black body slithered through the trees in blindingly quick undulations. At the 
edge of the grass, it coiled and launched itself into the air toward him. 

Marcus ducked his head. Wheeling his chair with every ounce of strength he 
had, he squeezed his eyes shut against the strike that he knew would not miss 
this time. Suddenly his shoulder burned white hot, and an overpowering force 
rocked him forward. He tried to hang on to the arms of his chair, but his body 
was spinning. His stomach felt as if it were being turned inside out. 

He braced himself to hit the ground. Instead, he landed in something wet and 
very cold. His eyes flew open, and everything was wrong. Instead of night, the 
sun was up. Instead of lying on the sandy grass of an Arizona ball field, he was 
lying half in lush, green grass, and half in an icy creek. 

He turned around, looking for the snake that was about to kill him, and found 
himself staring into the face of a big-eyed, blue lizard. The lizard shook its scaly 
head, wiggling a pair of pointy ears and spoke. “Who are you?” 

Scrambling deeper into the water, Marcus saw the girl he’d dreamed about. 
Her eyes were wide, green circles against her pale skin, and her mouth hung 
open with a look of terrified surprise that must have matched his. Behind the 


girl, a large, gray horse winked and said, “What’s the difference between a duck 
and a boy?” 
Marcus fainted. 


; a. ry 
Disc 





Chapter 17 


Poison Polly 


The first thing Marcus noticed when he awoke was the smell. The air was a 


perfume of new grass, fertile soil, fresh water, and incredibly fragrant blossoms. 
He’d never smelled anything like it before, and he sucked it greedily into his 
lungs. The second thing was the quiet—no cars, airplanes, or shouting boys, just 
the burbling of running water and the chirping of birds somewhere nearby. 

His eyes fluttered open, and he blinked against the bright sun overhead. For a 
moment his vision refused to adjust to the brilliant light. He sat up, and his 
stomach leaped as he took in his surroundings. The memories came rushing 
back. 

“He’s awake,” the lizard-like thing whispered to the dark-haired girl. She 
nodded, watching Marcus warily from a few feet away. 

Marcus lurched backwards, reached for his wheelchair, and nearly fell into a 
small brook. 

“T waded into the water to pull you out once,” the girl said. “If you fall in 
again, you’re on your own.” 

Marcus looked around anxiously. Where was he? This was definitely not 
Arizona. He was lying in the middle of a field of tall, green grass that danced to 
and fro in the breeze. A few feet away, a strange-looking tree dropped fuzzy pink 
leaves to the ground. His wheelchair was nowhere in sight. Where was the snake 
that had been chasing him? 

His first thought was that the snake had killed him. “I’m dead, aren’t I?” he 
asked, rubbing his hand across his face. 

“What kind of a question is that?” The lizard snorted, and a ball of what 
looked like blue fire came out of its nostrils. “And why are his clothes so 
strange?” 

“Don’t be rude,” the girl told the lizard. She smiled hesitantly at Marcus. 
“You’re not dead. But I think you would have been if I hadn’t rescued you.” 

Marcus checked himself for bruises or broken bones. He didn’t feel dead. 

“T don’t trust him,” the lizard said. “I think he might be crazy.” 

“Riph Raph!” The girl swatted the lizard on the back of the head, and it rose 
up into the air. Shocked, Marcus realized the lizard had tiny little wings. It flew a 
few feet away and, with an offended glare, landed on the branch of the pink- 


leafed tree. 

Everything looked so strange and yet so familiar at the same time. “Where 
am I?” he asked the girl. 

She gave him an odd look. “A little north of Terra ne Staric.” 

“Terra ne-what?” He rubbed his head and wondered if he had passed out. 

“In Westland.” 

“Westland?” Suddenly he realized why everything looked so familiar. 
“Farworld,” he whispered, not even aware he was speaking. 

“Of course.” She nodded with an odd smile. 

“That’s impossible.” He shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. “I’m 
dreaming. This is Farworld, and you’re the girl I imagine sometimes.” Of course 
it was a dream, but his dreams had never been this real before. 

“I don’t know what you’ve imagined,” the girl said, her cheeks coloring. 
“But you’re not dreaming. I think I brought you here somehow.” 

As if to confirm this was indeed a dream, Marcus looked down at his legs 
and realized that both of them were pointing straight out before him. That was 
impossible. His right leg had been permanently twisted since he was a baby. 
Now he tried bending it, and it actually moved a little—not much, but enough 
that he managed to kick a small rock. And something felt different about his 
arm, too. It was still twisted, but he could actually open and close his fingers. 

Of course, this wasn’t the first time he’d dreamed of being able to move his 
arms and legs, but it was definitely the most vivid. In most of his healed dreams, 
his arms and legs were as perfect as those of anyone else. Better, even. But for 
some reason in this dream, he could only move them a little. Still, that didn’t 
make it any less impossible. 

“Maybe the snake did get me, and I’m dying. Or maybe the whole snake 
thing was a dream, too.” Yes, that made sense. Men didn’t turn into snakes, and 
burning words didn’t magically change. Maybe Chet had knocked him down the 
stairs or hit him over the head with the mop, and he was in the hospital. 

The girl shook her head, but he ignored her. 

“T’ve never dreamed of a flying lizard before,” he said. 

“Lizard!” the creature yelped from his spot in the tree. He flapped his wings 
and puffed out another ball of fire. “I am not a lizard.” 

The girl put a hand to her mouth, only partially hiding a grin. “He’s a skyte. 
His name is Riph Raph. Skytes hate to be called lizards. It’s kind of an insult.” 

Marcus shook his head. “This is the strangest dream I’ve ever had.” He tried 
getting to his feet and nearly toppled over. The girl hurried to his side and took 
his arm. His right leg didn’t seem to want to hold his weight, but he was standing 
—at least for the moment. 


Turning slowly, he looked around him. The sky was such an amazingly deep 
shade of blue it was like looking into the ocean. And the field looked so inviting 
he wished he’d dreamed of having two completely healthy legs so he could run 
through it. To his left, he saw what he first took to be tiny green and red insects. 
But no, they were fish flying above the surface of the brook catching even tinier 
insects. 

On the bank, he saw a beautiful, bright yellow flower with jagged petals that 
looked like miniature saw blades. Putting most of his weight on his good leg, he 
knelt beside the flower. 

“Don’t!” the girl warned as he reached toward the blossom. But it was too 
late. Marcus touched the flower and it spit a stream of dark liquid on his finger. 

“Ouch,” he cried. Instantly, his finger swelled up to twice its normal size and 
burned like a bee sting. 

He stuck his wounded finger in his mouth just as the girl warned, “Don’t put 
it in your... mouth.” 

Now his tongue was burning too. “My mouth!” he tried to scream, but his 
tongue had swollen so much that it came out as, “om mob.” 

“Yep. He’s definitely loony,” the lizard said. 

The girl knelt by Marcus’s side. “Put your finger in the water,” she said. 
Taking him by the wrist, she plunged his hand into the ice-cold brook. Instantly 
the burning lessened, and the swelling went down. She cupped her hands into the 
stream and filled them with water. 

“Rinse your mouth out and spit,” she said, holding her cupped hands to him. 
“But don’t swallow unless you want a really bad stomach ache.” 

He sipped the water from her hands, swished it around in his mouth, and spit. 

“Better?” she asked. 

He nodded. The pain had lessened to a dull tingling and the swelling in his 
tongue was beginning to go down. “Wha’ ith tha’?” he asked, studying the 
yellow flower from a safe distance. 

“A Poison Polly,” the girl answered. “It’s not really poisonous, but it hurts 
like it is, doesn’t it?” 

Marcus gently squeezed his throbbing finger. In dreams you were supposed 
to wake up when you were about to get hurt. But then he’d never had a dream 
like this. He studied the girl. She was a few inches taller than he’d imagined her, 
with long arms and legs and a determined, yet friendly face. Her dark hair was 
draped over her shoulders instead of in the ponytail she wore in his dreams. But 
there was no question—she was the girl he’d seen. 

“Ith your name Kristen or Kelly?” His mouth felt as if he’d received a shot 
of Novocain. 


She shook her head and laughed. “Kris-ten? What a strange name! I’m 
Kyja.” 

“Kyja.” He carefully tried the name on his tongue. And she thought Kristen 
was a strange name? But Kyja seemed to fit her. “This really isn’t a dream, 
Kyja?” 

“After what I’ve seen today, I wish it were. But unless I’m dreaming too, I’m 
pretty sure it’s real.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her right ear. “What’s 
your name?” 

“Marcus.” 

“Marcus,” she pronounced the name slowly and carefully as if it were 
difficult for her lips and tongue to form. “Where are you from?” 

“Does Arizona mean anything to you?” 

She shook her head with a puzzled smile. 

“America?” he tried again. 

“Sorry.” 

“How about Earth?” 

This time it was the skyte that answered. “He’s lying. Whoever heard of 
names like Amrica or Ert?” 

Marcus felt a surge of anger at the skyte’s mocking tone. “Until today, I’d 
never heard of a skyte. Does that mean you aren’t real?” 

“Never heard of a skyte? That’s nonsense.” The skyte flipped its little blue 
tail and soared off into the air. 

“Ignore Riph Raph,” Kyja said, waving a hand after the skyte. “He’s just 
suspicious of people he doesn’t know.” 

“That’s all right,” Marcus said, watching the odd little creature glide through 
the sky. “But if I’m not dreaming, how . . .” He tried standing again. This time he 
was able to get up by himself. But as soon as he tried to take a step, his right leg 
collapsed beneath him, and he fell to the ground. Still, he could move it. He 
could actually stand on his own. He tried unbending his left arm. It wouldn’t 
move at all, but he found he could almost completely straighten his fingers. 

“How is this possible?” he asked. “How can my arm and leg suddenly begin 
working?” 

Kyja only shrugged her shoulders. 

Leaning back on the cool grass, Marcus studied the geography of the land. 
The brook behind him seemed to flow from a ridge of rocky foothills far off to 
his left. A few yards to his right, the brook met a wide dirt road and disappeared 
briefly beneath a wooden bridge. Gazing in the direction the skyte had flown, he 
saw a glittering, white fingertip poking up from the horizon. 

He remembered his dream. “That’s a tower, isn’t it? With a white stone 


balcony at the top?” 

Kyja followed his gaze. “You’ve been here before?” 

“No. But I dreamed about it. You and I were standing on the balcony, 
looking down at a field of purple flowers. And there were strange trees with 
waving branches. Then everything changed, and when I looked for you, you 
were gone. In your place was a man in a black robe.” 

“The snake man?” Kyja asked, shivering despite the warm afternoon air. 

Riph Raph glided to the ground. “We need to leave. I saw something in the 
distance. I couldn’t tell for sure, but I think it might have been the snakes we saw 
back at the farm.” 


Chapter 18 


Magic and Machines 


Any more sign of the snakes?” Kyja asked as Riph Raph swooped down 


from the sky to perch on her shoulder. She and Marcus had been riding Chance 
for nearly five hours while the skyte kept an eye out from the air above them. 
The sun, which had been directly overhead when they started, was nearly 
touching the woods far to the west. 

“Not that I could see,” Riph Raph said. “I think we lost them.” He faced 
straight ahead, ignoring Marcus, who was seated behind Kyja—the two of them 
fitting easily in Chance’s large saddle. At first Marcus had clung tightly to 
Kyja’s waist, but as he became more comfortable with the horse’s easy gait, he 
began to relax. 

“You didn’t fly too high, did you?” Kyja asked. They had left the road and 
were sticking to the rough hills and valleys, riding through the lengthening 
shadows of the approaching evening. But if the snakes were on the lookout for 
her, they might be on the lookout for Riph Raph as well. 

“Of course not. I’m not crazy like some people.” Riph Raph snorted and 
glared at Marcus. 

Marcus grimaced. “It’s a good thing there are no skytes on Earth. They 
would have been caught and put into cages a long time ago just so people 
wouldn’t have to listen to them blab on and on. Soundproof cages.” 

Riph Raph stuck out his tongue and shook his head back and forth. “See 
what I mean? Crazy as a door beetle.” 

“Riph Raph, that’s enough,” Kyja said in a scolding tone. “If you can’t be 
nice, then you can just go back to scouting.” 

“Fine.” Riph Raph sunk his talons a little too tightly into Kyja’s shoulder 
before flapping into the air. “But I wouldn’t sit too close to him if I were you. It 
might be catching.” 

“Sorry,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at Marcus. “I think he’s still a 
little upset about you calling him a lizard.” 

“How was I supposed to know?” Marcus said. “I’ve never seen anything like 
him.” 

Kyja twisted around in the saddle, holding the reins loosely. “There are really 
no skytes on Ert?” 


“Earth,” Marcus corrected. “The closest thing we have are bats. But they 
don’t blow fire or speak. No animals speak. Except for parrots. And they only 
copy what you say to them.” 

“Pa-rots,” Kyja repeated. For the last few hours she and Marcus had been 
comparing notes on their two worlds. 

In some ways, they’d discovered, things were very similar. When she 
described the Goodnuffs’ farm—trying not to think about what had happened to 
them—he seemed to know exactly what she meant. He said he’d lived with a 
farm family for almost two years. But other things he told her seemed so 
incredible it was all she could do to keep from calling him an out-and-out liar. 

“People really fly through the sky like birds on Ert?” she asked, twisting 
almost completely around so she could study Marcus’s eyes. 

“Well the people don’t actually fly. They ride in big metal machines called 
airplanes that have long wings and sometimes leave white cloud trails behind 
them.” 

Machines. Although Marcus had used the word before, Kyja still didn’t 
understand exactly what it meant. “These machines are some kind of magic 
then?” 

“Magic?” Marcus laughed. “There’s no such thing as magic. That’s just in 
books and movies.” 

Now it was Kyja’s turn to laugh. She had no idea what a moovy was, but 
even babies knew about magic. “That’s ridiculous. Next thing you’ll tell me you 
don’t believe in water or air.” 

Marcus tilted his head as though waiting for the punchline of a joke. “You’re 
talking about real magic? Not just pretend tricks?” 

“Of course,” Kyja answered. 

“Spells and potions and things? Abracadabra, hocus-pocus, bibbidi-bobbidi- 
boo?” 

“T don’t know about hocus-pocus or bibbidi-whatever. But everyone knows 
about spells and potions. You act like . . .” All at once it dawned on her. “You 
don’t have magic in your world?” 

“No.” Marcus began to shake his head, then seemed to reconsider. Finally he 
shook his head. “You’re talking about making things move around by themselves 
and creating fire out of nothing?” 

“Yes,” she said, delighted by how excited he was over something as ordinary 
as magic. 

“That is so cool,” he said, his eyes all agog. “Can I see your wand? Do you 
fly on brooms and send letters with owls like Harry Potter?” 

“A hairy what?” She was finding it hard to keep up. 


“Never mind.” He closed his eyes. “Okay, cast a spell on me. Turn me into a 
frog or make my nose really long.” 

Kyja bit her lip. 

After a moment, Marcus opened his eyes. “Did you cast it already?” He felt 
his nose. 

She shook her head. She knew she should tell him she couldn’t do magic. 
But after making such a big deal about how common magic was in this world— 
and especially after all the amazing things he’d told her about his world—she 
didn’t want to admit she couldn’t cast even the simplest spell. 

Marcus’s eyes narrowed. “You were making it up, weren’t you? It was all a 
big story to see how dumb you could make me look.” 

“No! I didn’t make any of it up.” 

“Well then, prove it,” he said, still looking suspicious. “Make a rock float up 
in the air. Or turn my hair green. Cast any spell you want... unless you cant.” 

Marcus’s words cut into Kyja like a knife. How dare he accuse her of lying? 
Especially when his world didn’t even have magic. Of course, she knew she 
should tell him the truth about herself—it was only a matter of time before he 
found out anyway. But she couldn’t bear to admit it while he was looking at her 
that way. 

“Maybe I just don’t want to,” she snapped. “If I can’t do magic, then explain 
how I brought you here. Maybe I should have left you back with the snake!” 
With that she turned around, not wanting him to see her hot cheeks or her 
trembling lips. 

For the next hour, they rode silently over the small, rock-strewn rises and 
down through grassy valleys. Chance kept a steady mile-eating pace while Riph 
Raph ranged ahead and behind. 

As the sun turned the distant horizon a dozen brilliant shades of red and 
orange, Marcus shifted in the saddle. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you could do 
magic,” he said. “And I am glad you brought me here—even if I’m not really 
sure where here is.” 

Kyja turned back to see if he was really serious. When she saw he was, she 
felt even worse for letting him think she could do magic. Tomorrow she’d tell 
him the truth. “I’m glad you’re here too. I’m still scared, but I’d be terrified if I 
were by myself.” 

Marcus looked about the landscape that contained so many things he’d never 
seen before. “Me too.” 

As he finished speaking, his stomach gave a growl loud enough that even 
Chance turned his head. Marcus eyed the bag tied to the back of the saddle. 
“That wouldn’t have any food in it, would it?” 


“You’ve never eaten Bella’s cooking. You’re in for a treat,” Kyja said. She 
studied the horizon behind them and sighed. “I’d hoped Master Therapass would 
have caught up with us before now, but we’d probably better stop for the night.” 

“Good thing,” Marcus said, rubbing his backside. “I think my rear end is 
now permanently shaped like this saddle.” 


Chapter 19 


The Visitor 


Marcus chewed the last bit of meat off a chicken leg and tossed the bone up 


to Riph Raph, who was perched in a crooked pine tree. Riph Raph caught the 
bone in one talon and crunched into its marrow with his beak. Either the skyte 
had called a temporary truce for the night, or he just wanted Marcus’s leftovers. 

“That was by far the best meal I’ve ever had,” Marcus said, wiping up the 
last of his beans with a corner of biscuit. 

“T should hope so,” Kyja said. She’d watched him polish off two chicken 
breasts, a pair of legs, almost half a pot of baked beans, and four biscuits. “If you 
keep eating like that, our food won’t last two days.” 

“Sorry. I didn’t have dinner last night—or this morning, or whenever it was.” 
But that was only part of it. The food here, like the air, was incredible—filled 
with flavors and spices he didn’t know existed. If restaurants on Earth served 
chicken like this, they’d never be able to close their doors. 

He leaned back against a mossy boulder and accidentally let out a large 
belch. “Excuse me,” he said, covering his mouth. 

Not to be outdone, Kyja burped even louder. “You’re excused,” she said with 
a mischievous grin. 

They both burst into gales of laughter. Marcus had no idea where he was, 
how he’d gotten here, or how he was going to get back home, but for the 
moment he felt more content than he’d ever felt in his life. 

“T don’t understand how the food stays warm and doesn’t go bad,” he said, 
brushing the crumbs off his metal plate into the fire. Before Kyja could answer, 
he held up one hand, palm out, in a stopping gesture. “Let me guess. Magic?” 

Kyja only smiled. 

Marcus stretched out his bad leg on the grassy meadow. His stomach was in 
seventh heaven, but his leg ached, and his rear felt like someone had beaten it 
with a baseball bat. 

“Do you think your wizard friend will come tonight?” he asked. On the horse 
and over dinner, Kyja had told Marcus about how Master Therapass had looked 
out for her her whole life and about the wizard’s powerful magic. 

“Pm not sure,” Kyja said, tugging at the chain of her necklace. “I thought 
he’d be here before now. I hope nothing’s happened to him.” 


“Like what?” Marcus was fascinated by the idea of meeting a great wizard— 
especially one who could turn into a wolf. 

She stood and tossed another stick into the fire. “Until today I would have 
said there was nothing that could stop Master Therapass from doing anything he 
wanted. But until today I’d never seen him scared. And after seeing those snakes 
come up out of the ground like that . . .” She shook her head, the worry clear on 
her face. 

“Maybe he just wants to make sure no one follows him,” Marcus suggested. 

“T hope you’re right. Maybe he waited until night so he could sneak out of 
the city without being noticed. He’s probably on his way here now.” 

Marcus yawned widely. He tried to count how many hours he’d been up, but 
kept getting confused. He picked up his plate and fork, scooted around to the 
other side of the fire, and reached for Kyja’s plate. “I’ll take these down to the 
stream and wash them.” 

“You’d fall asleep halfway there,” Kyja said with a grin. “P1 wash the plates 
tonight, and you can do them in the morning.” 

She nodded toward a spot of flattened grass near the blazing logs. “I’m sorry 
I didn’t think to bring any blankets. But if you curl up near the fire, you should 
be warm enough. Riph Raph and I will keep it burning all night while we take 
turns on watch.” 

“I want to take a turn too,” Marcus said. 

“I don’t think so.” Kyja glanced out into the night that hung like a dark 
curtain just beyond the fire’s glow and then at Marcus’s twisted arm. “There are 
things out there you might not have in your world. The fire should keep them 
away. But if it doesn’t, you wouldn’t know what to do.” 

“How hard can it be? If anything comes close, Pll wake you.” He stared back 
at her defiantly. “As long as I’m with you two, I’m doing my part. I’m a lot 
stronger than I look.” 

Kyja looked up at Riph Raph, who swallowed the last of his dinner and 
shrugged his wings. “The worst he can do is get us all killed.” 

“You’re not being very nice,” Kyja said, with a roll of her eyes. She studied 
Marcus intently. He was right. Eventually he would need to take part. 

“Okay,” she finally agreed. “You go to sleep, and I’ll wake you when it’s 
your turn.” 

“Don’t forget,” Marcus said. He stretched out on the ground, rested his head 
on his arm, and fell asleep almost instantly. 
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What seemed like only minutes later, Kyja was shaking him. Marcus sat up 
and rubbed his eyes. Stretching, he felt as if every muscle in his body had been 
viciously twisted and pulled completely out of shape. 

“Ugh,” he grunted. 

“Still sure you want to take a watch?” Kyja asked softly. 

He nodded. 

Kyja handed him a thick shawl that felt dewy to the touch. “It’s a little damp 
from the night air,” she said, “but it should keep you warm.” 

She kicked another piece of wood into the flames and helped Marcus stand 
up and move to a nearby fallen log. 

“Any sign of the wizard?” Marcus asked. 

Kyja shook her head with a worried frown. 

“Get some sleep,” he said. “I’m sure he’ll be here by morning.” 

“T hope so.” Kyja started toward the fire and hesitated. “Don’t wander out 
into the darkness. Keep the fire burning at all times. And wake me up if you see 
or hear anything. Most of the really dangerous creatures live in the woods or the 
mountains, but there are plenty of things that can hurt you even here if you’re 
not careful.” 

Marcus waved her back to the camp. “They can’t be any worse than Chet and 
his friends.” 

She gave him an uncertain look before curling up on the spot of grass he’d 
just left. 

Marcus pulled the shawl over his head and folded his arms beneath it. The 
night air was cold, but after a few minutes he began to warm up. Looking out 
into the darkness, he saw a white mist had risen from the ground while he was 
sleeping. It spun and twirled at the slightest breeze, as if it had a life of its own. 

The night sky, however, was perfectly clear. As he looked up, the reality of 
where he was hit him like a lead fist. His stomach lurched and goose bumps rose 
on the backs of his arms. The stars, twinkling like gems on a bed of velvet, 
formed none of the constellations he was familiar with—no Big Dipper, Orion’s 
Belt, or North Star. Even stranger, three different moons were visible in the night 
sky. 

He wasn’t just visiting a friend in another state or in some foreign country. 
He was on a different planet. A different solar system. Maybe even a different 
galaxy. The thought made him feel light- headed. 

He thought about what Kyja had said about magic. She’d asked him earlier if 
there was magic on Earth. For a moment he’d remembered his ability to grow 
dim and to know things in advance. It almost seemed like magic at times. But it 
couldn’t be. It was more of a talent. Like people who could multiply huge 


numbers in their head or wiggle their ears. 

He turned his eyes toward Kyja, who seemed to be resting fitfully. He hadn’t 
spent much time around girls in his life, and the few he’d met were always 
giggling or fussing with their hair. But this one was different. For one thing, she 
hadn’t shied away from him because of his crippled leg and arm. Over dinner, 
she’d asked him about his injuries—but not in a cruel way. She’d allowed him to 
tell her as much as he was comfortable with and hadn’t pushed any further. And 
she hadn’t recoiled when he needed help climbing onto Chase’s saddle. 

He hadn’t known her long—certainly not long enough to feel he could trust 
her. Still, she’d been brave under circumstances that would have driven most 
kids to tears—and probably most adults, too. 

A few feet away from her, Chance was asleep in the grass, and above them 
both, Riph Raph perched on his tree branch with his head tucked under one 
wing. Marcus liked the horse. On the ride that afternoon, they had swapped jokes 
until Kyja told them they were driving her crazy. 

He still wasn’t sure about the skyte. He thought that with time, Riph Raph 
and he might come to be— 

Something snapped behind him, and Marcus spun around. He stared out into 
the night, but saw nothing. Carefully, he slipped off the log and peered over it, 
wishing he’d thought to bring over one of the big sticks from the fire. Trying to 
force his eyes to adjust to the darkness, he gazed through the mist for some sign 
of movement. He should probably wake Kyja, but what if it was nothing? 

He thought he saw a shape looming out of the night and leaned forward a 
little. A gust of wind parted the mist for a moment, and a pair of eyes gleamed in 
the silvery moonlight. Marcus jerked backward as the white curtain closed again. 
He glanced toward Kyja—knowing he should wake her—then back toward the 
spot where he’d seen the eyes. 

Maybe it was the wizard. 

As if it had heard Marcus’s thoughts, a large black wolf emerged from the 
mist several yards away. Its eyes glimmered in the night. 

“Master Therapass?” Marcus stammered, shrinking backward. 

Instantly the figure transformed from a wolf into a stooped, old man. Marcus 
couldn’t make out any of the man’s features, but he could see the long, gray 
beard Kyja had described. 

“Put out the fire,” the man commanded without coming any closer. 

“What?” Marcus looked over his shoulder, hoping Kyja would wake up. 

“The fire,” the man said more urgently. His voice sounded gravelly and out 
of breath. “Put it out now. They’re only a few minutes behind me. Extinguish the 
light before they see it. You haven’t any time to waste.” 


“Right.” Marcus scurried as fast as he could, picked up a pot Kyja had left to 
soak overnight, and dumped water onto the fire. The flames diminished as steam 
rose into the air. 

“More,” the man called out. 

Marcus began throwing handfuls of dirt onto the fire. 

“What’s going on?” Kyja sat up, rubbing her eyes. 

“The wizard is here,” Marcus said, continuing to put out the fire. 

“Master Therapass?” Kyja looked up as the man moved forward out of the 
shadows. 

“No!” she screamed. 

Marcus turned from the smoldering fire and froze. In the shadows, at a 
distance, the figure had looked like an old man. But now he was much closer, 
and Marcus could see something was horribly wrong. The beard was not a beard 
at all, but merely a waggling piece of gray flesh shaped like a beard. And above 
it, the man’s face was a blank white surface with just a hint of where eyes and 
mouth should be. 

Marcus reached for a stick, but before he could move, the figure disappeared 
from sight—replaced by a large, menacing shape. Something shot out of the 
darkness, and a hot and sticky substance wrapped around Marcus, pinning him in 
place. 


Chapter 20 


The Mimicker 


Wrapped inside a net of thick, sticky cords, Kyja watched the massive 
creature make its way toward them. A few feet away, she could hear Marcus 
panting as he tried to fight his way loose. 

“Stop struggling,” she whispered. “The more you fight, the tighter it gets.” 

She was afraid he would keep fighting anyway. Many people did, trying to 
break free until they could no longer breathe. “If you relax, the web won’t be so 
tight.” 

Finally he stopped moving, although she could still hear his rough breathing. 
She couldn’t blame him. It took everything she had to keep from clawing at the 
sticky ropes herself. 

“What is that thing?” Marcus gasped. 

“A mimicker. It reads your thoughts and creates an image of what you’re 
thinking about.” 

“T thought it was Master Therapass. It told me to put out the fire.” Marcus 
sounded as if he was trying not to panic. Kyja couldn’t blame him. The creature 
was almost to their campsite now. From the pincers of its armored legs to the top 
of its multi-eyed head, it was taller than Chance and nearly twice as long. 

A segmented tail was tucked against its back, and a pair of thick, wicked- 
looking claws waved back and forth before it, testing the air. 

“Tt wanted the fire out because it can’t stand the light.” Kyja tried to keep her 
voice composed, but her heart was racing. Because of their sensitivity to light, 
mimickers stayed in their underground nests during the day and normally 
avoided any type of illumination at night. That this one had approached their 
camp meant it was either sick or very, very hungry. And as far as she knew, 
mimickers only ate live food. 

Kyja slipped her fingers through an opening in the web, trying to reach a 
piece of wood she could throw onto the embers, but she was too far away. She 
glanced up at the empty tree branch above her. Riph Raph was gone. 

Avoiding the fire pit, the mimicker lifted Kyja’s food bag with one of its 
thick claws and examined the sack with its many eyes before tossing it aside. 

“Cast a spell,” Marcus cried out. The creature turned and trundled toward 
him. Its armored plates rubbed against each other, making a soft clicking sound. 


“Please!” 

Kyja licked her lips, desperately trying to think of some way out of this. 

The mimicker stopped just above where Marcus lay pinned to the ground. It 
tilted its massive head and leaned down, studying him. Kyja could hear Marcus 
gasping for breath. It wouldn’t be long before he lost all control and the net shut 
so tightly around his chest he wouldn’t be able to breathe. The mimicker closed 
its claw on Marcus’s leg and lifted him into the air. 

“Do something!” he screamed to Kyja. “Use your magic.” 

Kyja pushed at the webbing; instantly it tightened around her. She ripped at 
the thick strands with her teeth even though she knew it was hopeless. “I can’t!” 
she wailed, tears burning in her eyes. 

The mimicker swung Marcus back and forth like a toy on the end of a string. 
“What do... you mean... you cant?” Marcus’s voice was hoarse with pain 
and terror. 

“T can’t do magic.” Kyja sobbed. She should have admitted it from the start. 
She never should have let Marcus take a watch by himself. This was all her fault. 

The mimicker opened its giant mandibles. A soft keening sound came from 
deep within its throat. Marcus screamed as the creature raised him to its mouth. 
Kyja clamped her eyes shut. 

All at once a high-pitched screech filled the air, and a bright light flashed 
through Kyja’s closed eyelids. She forced her eyes open just in time to see a blue 
ball of flame explode on top of the mimicker’s head. 

The mimicker raised its claws to protect its eyes. Still holding Marcus, it 
began to back away. Another fireball shot out of the darkness. This one struck 
the creature on its exposed tail. It spun around, searching for its attacker. 

A flurry of wings and a long blue tail appeared out of the night sky as three 
more fireballs hit the mimicker in rapid succession. 

“Riph Raph!” Kyja shouted. 

The skyte wheeled about in mid-air, let out a terrific roar for such a small 
creature, and dove directly at the mimicker’s head. At the last minute, he 
coughed out a ball of flame that struck the mimicker directly in its sensitive 
eyes, and rose back into the air. 

With a wail of pain, the mimicker flung Marcus aside. 

Riph Raph turned to make another run, and the mimicker suddenly rose up 
on its back legs. 

“Look out!” Kyja screamed. But it was too late. As Riph Raph banked away, 
the mimicker lifted one of its huge black claws and knocked the skyte out of the 
air. Riph Raph crashed to the ground in a crumpled heap near Marcus. 

At once, the mimicker was after the skyte, snapping its claws with vicious 


fury. Riph Raph tried to take flight, but his left wing flapped uselessly. 

Kyja struggled, helpless in her webbing. But the net which trapped Marcus 
had been cut slightly by the mimicker’s claw. 

As the mimicker descended on Riph Raph, Marcus managed to get his left 
leg free and shove it in front of the beast. The mimicker stumbled over Marcus’s 
raised foot. Roaring with rage, it opened its mouth and plunged toward Marcus. 

At that moment, an explosion rocked the air, and a whirlwind of blue and 
green flames shot up from the fire pit. The mimicker squealed and swung its 
head away from the light. Into the fire’s glow leapt a huge, gray wolf. Swiftly 
rotating its backside toward the wolf, the mimicker shot a string of sticky web. 

As if it knew what was coming, the wolf ducked under the web and charged. 

Instantaneously, the mimicker was replaced by a slasher, a creature Kyja had 
heard of but never actually seen. Nearly twice as tall as the mimicker, the slasher 
had two snarling heads—one at each end of its body—and six claw-like legs. 
Covering its muscular body, dozens of ropey, bristled limbs swung wildly about 
in the air. As Kyja watched, one of the limbs snapped like a whip at the wolf. 

With a sharp bark, the wolf leapt aside, narrowly avoiding the whip which 
dug a deep groove in the ground at its feet. A second later, another whip barely 
missed the wolf’s head. 

Before the slasher could strike a third time, the wolf snapped its teeth closed 
on the creature’s limb, tearing off its tip. Black fluid gushed from the open 
wound. 

The slasher gave a horrible shriek. Again it changed, this time into an ugly, 
toad-shaped monster with four large, watery eyes and a squat body covered with 
heavily-armored plates. One of its legs had a deep red gash in it. 

With a wet-sounding, “Grok, grok,” the monster opened its mouth and spat a 
stream of vile liquid onto the wolf. Immediately the wolf’s fur began to smoke. 
Wailing, the wolf rolled about on the grass until its fur stopped smoking. 

The monster opened its mouth again, but the wolf leaped forward and ripped 
at the monster’s eyes with sharp claws. 

The mimicker assumed another shape before it could be damaged further. 
Covered with a thick pelt of coarse fur, the new beast stood eight-feet tall or 
more. Long, muscular arms hung nearly to its knees. Its head looked as if 
someone had jammed a pebbly-skinned melon onto its neck and gouged out the 
eyes and a mouth using only their fingers. 

Although the mimicker had changed forms, the damage from the wolf still 
carried over. Its right leg was bleeding quite badly and one of its eyes was closed 
in a small, dark slit. 

Dropping onto all fours, the beast leapt up the side of the hill and wrapped its 


long arms around the log where Marcus and Kyja had sat keeping guard. Kyja 
was sure the log must weigh twice as much as the creature, and yet it lifted it 
into the air effortlessly. 

Growling deep in its throat, the wolf crouched low and approached the 
mimicker with great care. The beast swung the log. Again the wolf leapt, 
narrowly avoiding the blow. But as it landed, its left rear leg gave out. 

At once the hairy creature was upon it. Kyja watched, terrified, as the 
mimicker knocked the wolf to the ground. With a howl, the wolf rolled back to 
its feet. The creature swung the log again, hitting the wolf in the side of its ribs 
with a terrible crunch and sending it sprawling toward the fire. 

“No!” Kyja shouted. 

The mimicker bounded down the hill toward the wolf and raised the log 
above its head for a killing blow. 

With a roar of rage, the wolf sprang away from the crashing log. A silver blur 
in the darkness, it darted between the creature’s legs and snapped at its ankle. 
Screaming, the creature spun around, trying to reach its attacker. But the wolf 
slipped behind it. Another flash of teeth, and the beast dropped its log as its leg 
collapsed. 

The wolf attacked. The mimicker began to change so rapidly it was 
impossible to keep up. Big creatures and small. Some with wings. Some with 
horns. One that seemed to be nothing but smoke. 

But each time it changed, the wolf was on top of it, biting, snarling, and 
scratching. Furiously darting in and out, the wolf seemed to be everywhere—in 
front of the mimicker, behind it, ripping at its head and body. 

At last, badly injured and barely able to see, the mimicker returned to its 
original shape. The beast raised its claws to attack, but the wolf was too quick. 
Plunging between the creature’s deadly pincers, the wolf launched itself into the 
air, and clamped its sharp fangs on the unprotected flesh directly beneath the 
mimicker’s jaw. 

As the mimicker collapsed to the ground, the wolf shook its furry head, 
staring at the fallen beast with deadly eyes. Sitting back on its haunches, it raised 
its grizzled muzzle to the three moons and howled. 

Master Therapass had arrived. 


Chapter 21 


The Blame Game 


I wouldn’t believe it if I wasn’t seeing it with my own eyes,” Master 


Therapass said, studying Marcus as though half convinced he were some kind of 
illusion. 

Marcus felt himself blush under Master Therapass’s scrutiny. 

The old man looked from Marcus to Kyja and back again, shaking his head. 
“The two of you. Here. Together.” 

“How about paying some attention to me?” Riph Raph piped up from where 
he lay on the wizard’s lap. 

Marcus watched closely as Master Therapass ran his gnarled fingers over 
Riph Raph’s injured wing. 

“Hasn’t anyone ever told you that skyte fire is more appropriately used for 
lighting tinder than attacking beasts one hundred times your size?” the wizard 
asked as he probed and prodded. 

“Hmphh,” Riph Raph grunted. “I would’ve had that thing if it hadn’t broken 
my wing. A lucky hit.” 

“Indeed.” Master Therapass nodded, his beard waggling to and fro. “I have 
seldom seen man or beast acquit himself more bravely than you did with that 
mimicker. I believe you would have subdued the creature even if I hadn’t arrived 
when I did.” 

The wizard took an intricately-carved silver ball from the pocket of his robe 
and rolled it gently over Riph Raph’s wing, mumbling words Marcus couldn’t 
understand. A moment later, the skyte’s wing briefly glowed red. 

“Better?” Master Therapass asked, returning the ball to his robe. 

Riph Raph hesitantly extended his wing, then gave it a more confident flap. 
“Wahoo!” he cried, launching himself into the air. “It’s good as new. Better than 
new!” 

Marcus watched with wide-eyed wonder as the skyte soared up into the sky, 
flying like its wing had never been damaged. Glancing down at his bent arm, he 
started to speak, then pressed his lips together and looked away. 

Master Therapass rubbed his beard and studied Marcus with a perceptive— 
and somehow sad—look in his eyes. “I believe I know what you wish to ask,” he 
said, his voice soft. “And I fear the answer is not what you might hope for. But 


please ask anyway, as I am perhaps the only one capable of providing you with 
the answer. I am certainly culpable for my actions.” 

“Culpable?” Marcus asked. 

“Tt means guilty. And I am afraid I have much to answer for, to both you and 
Kyja.” 

From her spot on a log several yards away, Kyja looked up briefly before 
returning to fingering the folds of her robe. 

“You don’t have anything to answer for to me,” Marcus said. “You’ve never 
even met me before.” 

Instead of responding, Master Therapass looked to the east, where the sun 
was just beginning to cast a golden halo over the highest peaks of the snow- 
capped mountains. “Have you ever heard the dawn chimes greet the morning?” 

Marcus looked out over the meadow he and Kyja had ridden across the 
previous evening. Barely illuminated by a sky which was still the gray of fading 
night, purple flowers with blossoms shaped like tiny bells were rising up out of 
the grass. “Just like in my dream,” he whispered. 

“Listen carefully,” the wizard said, with a wistful smile. 

Looking from the wizard to the flowers that were now beginning to appear 
all over, Marcus strained to hear, wondering what he was listening for. At first 
there was nothing. And then—like a single silver bell so far away its ring barely 
carried to where he was sitting—he thought he heard a note of perfect clarity. 

A moment later, another note joined in—slightly different, but so close the 
two notes immediately joined together, forming a completely new chord. Just as 
it seemed the chord was about to fade away, another flower joined in, then a 
fourth. At first the music was so pure, Marcus thought he was listening to some 
sort of instruments but as it began to rise and swell, he realized they were 
actually voices singing. 

“T once knew a man who told me dawn chimes are fairies who put down 
roots so they could be the first to welcome every new day,” Master Therapass 
said. “He claimed to be able to understand their song. Perhaps if you focus hard 
enough, you’ll be able to understand some of it as well.” 

Closing his eyes, Marcus concentrated on the melody. One minute it swirled 
and broke like a stream dashing itself against rocks and boulders. The next 
minute it was a baby bird being pushed from the nest for the first time. 

Images began to form and combine in his mind. A breath of morning mist 
turned into a white cloud sailing across an azure sky. A falling leaf changed into 
a red-eyed frog that leaped and became a running child who raised her hands and 
was swept into a flock of the most glitteringly colorful birds Marcus had never 
seen. 


As the music swirled about him, he thought he could almost make out words. 
They were right there—so close he could nearly touch them. And yet the harder 
he tried to make them out, the more they eluded him. Opening his eyes, he saw 
the blossoms nodding back and forth in a dance that didn’t seem in time with the 
music at all. It was almost as if— 

Suddenly he had it. They weren’t dancing to the music, they were dancing 
with the music. Motion and sound together formed an elaborate arrangement. 
Letting it wash over him, he discovered that he was getting snippets of the song 
—words and phrases that overlapped rather than proceeded one after the other. 

A new creation... glory to all . . . noble . . . made clean... again... hope 
renewed... everlasting . . . cherish the light. . . 

Suddenly he could swear he heard the voices say his name. But that was 
crazy. 

He glanced toward the wizard and saw he was beaming. 

“Did you get any of it?” Master Therapass asked. 

Marcus nodded. “Yes. I think so. At least a part.” He felt as if he had just 
been bathed in warm sunlight even though the sun was barely peeking above the 
mountain tops. 

“I believe the man who told me about the dawn chimes would be glad to hear 
that,” the wizard said, wiping the back of his hand across his eyes. “He 
sacrificed his life so you could hear their song.” 
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“I don’t understand,” Marcus said. The dawn chimes had finished their 
singing—the blossoms bowing down out of sight until the next morning—but he 
could still hear their voices in his head. It made him feel wonderful but a little 
WwoOzy. 

“All in due time,” the wizard said. “First, I could use a good meal.” He 
removed a gray traveling cloak from his shoulders and swirled it over the 
ground. Three chairs and a table—complete with place settings, crystal goblets, 
and covered silver chafing dishes—appeared out of nowhere. There was even a 
small plate with three whole fish on it for Riph Raph. 

“Wow!” Marcus gawked. “Do you think I could ever learn to make food 
appear?” 

Master Therapass chuckled as he took his seat at the table. “We’ll have to see 
about that. But I’ve yet to meet a boy your age who couldn’t make a plateful of 
food disappear. Especially when it comes courtesy of the lovely and talented 
Bella. By the way, Kyja, Bella asked me to tell you...” 


The wizard turned toward Kyja, his expression clouding when he realized 
she was still seated on the log on the other side of the clearing—her eyes locked 
on the ground at her feet. 

“Aren’t you going to join us?” he asked. 

“T’m not hungry,” she said. 

Master Therapass got up from the table and walked to where she sat. “You’re 
not blaming yourself for what happened with the mimicker, are you?” 

Marcus blinked. He wouldn’t dream of saying it out loud, but a part of him 
did blame Kyja—at least a little. Why hadn’t she told him she couldn’t do magic 
in the first place? And why hadn’t she warned him about things like the 
mimicker? 

“T’m useless,” Kyja said, without looking up. “We all could have died, and it 
was my fault.” 

“Useless?” Master Therapass furrowed his brow as he raised himself up to 
his full height. In the wizard’s dark eyes, Marcus saw the same fire he’d seen in 
the wolf’s eyes. 

“Do you have any idea what would have happened to this boy if it wasn’t for 
you?” the wizard thundered. “I’ve been trying in vain for the last thirteen years 
to find a way to bring him here. Frankly, I’d just about given up hope, and I 
don’t have the faintest clue how you managed to achieve it. But I can tell you 
without the slightest doubt that by bringing him here, you saved his life, and I 
suspect you may have saved it again last night.” 

Marcus gulped as Master Therapass turned his stony gaze in his direction. 
“How did you know not to struggle inside the mimicker’s web?” 

“Kyja w-warned me,” Marcus stammered. 

“And did she not tell you to keep the fire lit?” 

Marcus wilted under the wizard’s scrutiny. He felt like a jerk. After all, Kyja 
had warned him to keep the fire burning. She’d also told him to wake her at the 
first sign of trouble. But he’d assumed he could handle anything that came up. 
And he hadn’t even thought to thank her for saving his life from Bonesplinter. 
He hung his head. 

As the wizard looked from Marcus to Kyja—both of whom wore abashed 
expressions—a trace of a smile crossed the old man’s face. “I’m not sure I’ve 
ever seen two sorrier looking travelers in my life. Come sit at the table, and I’ Il 
tell you a story that is long overdue.” 


Chapter 22 


Signs 


Nearly thirteen years ago to the day,” Master Therapass said, popping a 


forkful of sausage into his mouth, “a wizard and a warrior of some small renown 
set out together for a town called Windshold in the far northern reaches of 
Valdemeer.” 

Kyja started. Though she couldn’t remember exactly where she’d heard of 
Windshold, the name gave her a cold feeling in the pit of her stomach. 

Noting her uneasiness, Master Therapass nodded. “I imagine the stories have 
carried even this far. Dark tales seem to have a much farther reach than light.” 

All at once she had it. “The city of the dead where everyone was—” 

“Yes,” Master Therapass cut in with a warning look in her direction. “But 
back then, Windshold was a town not so much different from Terra ne Staric. 
Smaller, to be sure, and with a higher ratio of soldiers to citizens, as is the case 
with most border outposts, but other than that, perfectly ordinary. 

“In the normal course of events, the wizard and the warrior might never have 
visited the town except in passing. But an occurrence of possible interest to the 
tower reached the High Lord of Terra ne Staric, and he thought it worthwhile to 
perform at least a minimal investigation.” 

Master Therapass laid down his fork and pushed his mostly uneaten food 
aside with a sigh. “I must tell you that at the time, the incident was viewed as a 
misunderstanding at best, and more than likely a complete hoax. This in no way 
excuses the behavior of the wizard or the warrior. But you must understand. If 
they’d had even an inkling that the story might be true, armies would have been 
sent instead of only two men.” 

“T don’t understand,” Kyja said, pushing away her food as well. “What was 
the event and why would the tower send armies?” 

Master Therapass spread his hands wide. “Not just the tower. Every town 
and city within a hundred days’ ride would have sent representatives. You see, a 
story—a myth, most people believe—has been passed down from parents to 
children from so long ago that no one knows where it started. 

“According to the story, when Farworld was created, each living thing was 
granted its own part and parcel. Winged creatures were given the sky. Swimming 
creatures the water. The land was divided equally between the plants, the beasts 


of the field, and man. Some were granted the forests, some the plains, some the 
deserts, and some to burrow in the ground.” 

“Sounds fair to me,” Marcus said, piling more eggs, bacon, and toasted bread 
onto his plate. He and Riph Raph were the only ones who seemed to still have 
plenty of appetite. 

“Tt does,” Master Therapass continued, giving Marcus a level look. “But 
according to the story, a day would come when the inhabitants of the world were 
no longer satisfied with what they had. When they would make war upon each 
other in an attempt to take more than their fair share. And when that day came, 
their strife would open the door to a terrible power. A darkness would fall upon 
the world that would threaten to destroy everything.” 

“What kind of power?” Kyja asked leaning closer. “There isn’t any darkness 
here.” 

“We tend to judge the world by what we see closest to home,” the wizard 
said. “Terra ne Staric has been affected only minimally so far—a slightly longer 
winter, crops and animals producing a little less. But the darkness has taken hold 
far from here, and like a disease, it spreads quickly. You helped Singale find a 
job in the kitchen when he lost an arm. But did you ever think to wonder why he 
was battling Rock Giants in the first place? They are generally a peaceful race.” 

Kyja shook her head, wondering what else she had failed to notice. 

“Tt’s an easy mistake to make—assuming all is well because the danger isn’t 
under our nose. I, along with the other wizards in Terra ne Staric, believed the 
same thing thirteen years ago. So when word of a sign came from a small town 
in the middle of nowhere, no one really believed it.” 

“What sort of sign?” Marcus asked, shoving food into his mouth. 

The wizard tugged at his beard. “As I said, there are many different 
variations of the story. But all of the versions seem clear that when the time of 
darkness comes, a special child would be born.” 

The wizard bowed his neck, rubbing his forehead. “The wizard and the 
warrior—thinking they were on a fool’s errand—took their time getting to the 
city. But another group did not. And by the time the wizard and the warrior 
reached Windshold, the gates that had held for hundreds of years were thrown 
down and...” 

“Everyone was dead,” Kyja whispered, her face a sickly gray. 

“Nearly everyone,” the wizard said. Kyja thought his normally gentle eyes 
looked like bottomless pits. “The wizard and the warrior searched the city from 
top to bottom, hoping someone had survived to tell them what had happened— 
what could have destroyed an entire city so quickly and efficiently. 
Unfortunately the only survivor could tell them nothing. Buried beneath the dead 


body of the Captain of the Guard, they found a baby—the only living person in 
Windshold. The child from the legend.” 

“How could you know it was the right baby?” Marcus asked. 

“A fair question,” the wizard said. “There is only one way. The story speaks 
of a symbol—signifying the battle had begun.” 

“A symbol?” Kyja suddenly leapt from her chair and pulled the amulet from 
inside her robe. “The battle for the world between the creatures of air, land, and 
sea. This is it, isn’t it? The sign. See? All the different creatures fighting with 
each other.” 

Marcus choked on a piece of bacon when he saw what was on Kyja’s 
necklace. “Where did you get that?” he said. 

Master Therapass nodded. “The symbol you both carry is the sign of the 
great battle. A symbol found on only the most ancient of documents. Until that 
day, I had never actually seen it for myself. When the High Lord heard that such 
a sign was rumored to have been found in the city of Windshold, he sent the 
wizard and the warrior to investigate. Everyone assumed, of course, that nothing 
would come of it. After all, where was the proof? Where was the dark power?” 

“Who was the baby?” Marcus gasped. 

“T thought you would have guessed.” Master Therapass looked from one of 
them to the other. “It was you, Marcus.” 


Chapter 23 


Balanced Scales 


That’s crazy,” Marcus said, bursting into laughter. “I’ve never even been to 


Farworld before yesterday. I was found by the monks in Sonora, Arizona.” 

Master Therapass tugged at his beard, his expression unreadable. “I am the 
one who sent you there.” 

Marcus felt like someone had just hit him on the side of the head with a 
brick. “You . . . you what?” The world seemed to be spinning, and he clutched 
the edge of the table to keep from falling. 

“T was the wizard sent by the tower. And Tankum, my best friend and 
survivor of battles too numerous to count, was the warrior.” 

“Tankum Heartstrong?” Kyja asked. “The one whose statue is just outside 
the west gate?” 

Master Therapass nodded. “The same.” 

“But he’s been dead for. . .” 

“Thirteen years. When Tankum and I discovered Marcus, we thought at first 
he was dead. Seeing the brand on his arm, we understood he could be the child 
spoken of in the legend and despaired that we were not in time. Then the baby 
gave a cry, and we realized he was still alive. I tried to heal him but, like the rest 
of the inhabitants of that poor, doomed city, he had been attacked by a power 
which I quickly discovered my magic could not touch. 

“As soon as I realized dark magic was at work, Tankum and I tried to take 
the child and flee. It was too late. We had wondered what kind of army could 
destroy an entire city without leaving behind any of its own dead. We quickly 
learned the answer. 

“Out of the ground rose hundreds—thousands—of Fallen Ones. Men and 
beasts whose bodies had died, but whose spirits had been brought back by a 
wizard more powerful and terrible than anyone could imagine—venomous 
spiders, mutated hounds, things which were nothing but teeth. Leading them all 
were three dark wizards known as Thrathkin S’Bae. Literally translated as 
masters of the dead who walk, they are servants of the Dark Circle. It was as if 
we had suddenly been surrounded by a blanket of thick, black smoke which 
attacked us from all sides with teeth, claws, and blades. 

“Tankum fought ferociously. Whirling and slashing—ancient swords gripped 


tightly in both hands—he actually managed to force the dark legion back for a 
moment. Holding the child in my arms, I protected Tankum with my magic as 
best as I could, clearing our path with lightning bolts. But before we were 
halfway to the south wall, we realized our efforts were in vain. For every 
creature we cut down, three more rose up from the ground to take its place. The 
only way to save Marcus was to send him somewhere the dark wizard couldn’t 
follow.” 

“Ert,” Kyja said. 

“Yes.” Master Therapass looked to the sky, and Marcus saw tears were 
dripping down the old wizard’s wrinkled cheeks. “Opening a door to another 
world is a risky proposition at best. Less than a handful of wizards possessed the 
knowledge at the time, and until yesterday, Id have sworn I was the only one 
left alive who retained the ability. Tankum knew I would not be able to protect 
him while attempting the spell, yet without a moment’s hesitation, he pushed the 
child and me against the wall of a ruined tavern and stepped between us and the 
horde to make his final stand. 

“As I knelt before the wall—shielding the child from the dark creatures 
while I prepared the spell—I could hear the furious battle raging behind me. 
Once I glanced over my shoulder and saw Tankum wielding his swords while 
three pitch-black creatures hung from his body by needle-sharp teeth. Blood 
dripped from more wounds than I could count, and the tip of the sword in his 
right hand had been shattered. 

“T started to drop the doorway spell and began to transform into a wolf. 
Tankum sensed what I was doing and gave a shake of his massive head. Then he 
winked, ripped two of the creatures from his body, and dove back into the fray. 

“When I realized he had no intention of coming out of the battle alive, I 
committed myself to completing the spell as well as I could, so his death—and 
mine—would not be futile. I thought my spell had failed. But all at once the air 
around my head began to waver and sparkle. The clouds overhead went black 
and filled with electricity. 

“At the time I was not sure the doorway opened to the world I was 
attempting to reach. But as the air ripped open before me, Tankum finally went 
down, and the creatures swarmed over him. With no time to see where I was 
sending him, I pushed the baby through the portal and released the spell. 

“The doorway slammed shut with a clap of thunder, and I turned to save 
Tankum or lose my life trying. But as one, the creatures sank back into the 
ground—apparently realizing their prey was out of reach. Tankum lay stretched 
upon the blood-soaked street, sword hilts still clasped in both hands. Unable to 
stand, I crawled to where he had collapsed. At first I thought he was dead; no 


man could take the kind of injuries he had and live. 

“But then his right hand released its sword and found my arm. ‘Is the child 
safe?’ he asked with the last of his strength. 

“When I nodded, he squeezed my arm one final time as the life slipped out of 
him.” 

Marcus sat stunned, trying to absorb everything he had just heard. “He died 
saving me,” he whispered. 

The wizard nodded. 

Marcus swallowed. It was too much. “I... That is...” He wiped his hand 
across his lips, trying to collect his thoughts. “Do you know my name? My real 
name?” 

Master Therapass shook his head. “The tower wasn’t provided a name. Only 
that a child had been born. I returned to the city to search for information about 
you, but if any records existed before the Dark Circle arrived, they were stolen 
or destroyed.” 

“And my... parents?” 

“Tm sorry.” 

“Then they really are dead,” Marcus said, feeling numb all over. Over the 
last few years he’d pretty much come to that conclusion himself, but to hear it 
stated as cold fact . . . He rubbed his hands on his pants. 

“Why did you leave him on Ert?” Kyja asked. “Why not bring him back 
once you were safely at the tower?” 

“Tt’s a mistake I’ve regretted ever since.” Master Therapass grimaced. “I can 
blame it on the speed with which I had to create the door or the limited amount 
of knowledge we have of such passageways. But the truth of the matter is, I 
miscalculated. You see, in order to move a person from one world to another, 
you must balance the scales.” 

“What scales?” Kyja asked, shaking her head. 

“The Scales of Order. From what little I had been able to discover about 
creating portals, I understood that to send Marcus to Earth, I would have to take 
a person back. A person of equal value to what I sent. In simple terms, I 
performed a trade—a person destined to change the future of this world for a 
person destined to change the future of the world I sent him to.” 

Master Therapass rubbed his palms together as though trying to wash them 
with thin air. “I assumed the trade would only be for a brief time. No more than a 
matter of minutes, if I survived. Days, if another wizard needed to perform the 
return spell. My mistake was in assuming I could send the other person back to 
Earth, and thus return our child to this world. But you see, the person I 
summoned here could not be returned.” 


“Why not?” Kyja asked. 

Master Therapass studied her carefully before answering. “I could not send 
her back because she was immune to magic. The person I traded Marcus for was 
you, Kyja.” 
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Now it was Kyja’s turn to feel as if she’d just been slapped. She was from 
Ert? A world of flying machines and strange clothing? A place where magic was 
only for little children? The idea terrified her and angered her all at the same 
time. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she demanded, feeling her face grow hot. 

“T wanted to.” Master Therapass reached for Kyja’s hand, but she pulled it 
away. 

“You let me think I was a mutant. You pretended to be my friend.” She felt 
betrayed by the person she trusted most in the world. “How could you do that to 
me?” 

The wizard let her take her anger out on him before saying, “It was the only 
way to protect you.” 

She blinked. “I don’t understand. How could lying protect me?” 

Confused, she now allowed Master Therapass to take her hand. “As soon as I 
brought you to this world, I knew I must keep your identity a secret. If word got 
out of what I’d done, your life would be in great danger. As long as you were 
alive, there was the possibility I might discover a way to bring Marcus back. If 
you were dead, it would be impossible to balance the Scales of Order. Marcus 
would never be able to return. The forces of darkness would prevail. 

“T never even told the High Lord or the other members of the council. I let 
them think that Tankum and I had discovered nothing. Kyja was simply an 
orphan, a child who survived the attack.” 

“But what about my family?” Kyja asked, her head spinning. “Do my parents 
even know what happened to me?” 

“I’m sorry. If I’d only known.” The wizard shook his head, his face looking 
older than Kyja could ever remember. “It’s no excuse. The worst thing a wizard 
can do is practice magic he does not understand. If there was any way to undo 
what I’ve done...” 

Master Therapass buried his face in his hands. 

For a moment the three of them sat in quiet thought. Then Kyja reached out 
to the wizard, gently pulling his hands away from his face until she could look 
into his tired eyes. “It’s all right. I forgive you.” 


Master Therapass squeezed her small hands with his long, wrinkled fingers. 
“Tf there is any way. Any way to get you home again.” 

Kyja gave an understanding nod. 

“There’s one thing I don’t get,” Marcus said. “What was so important about 
the child? If I really am the child from the legend, what am I supposed to do that 
would make the Dark Circle want to kill me?” 

Master Therapass sighed. “Every version of the story has two different 
endings. In one version the child turns back the dark evil and restores order to 
his world.” The wizard closed his eyes and spoke as if repeating memorized 
lines. “He shall make whole that which was torn asunder. Restore that which 
was lost. And all shall be as one.” 

“And in the other?” 

The old man studied Marcus with sadness in his eyes. “In the other ending— 
the ending spoken of only in the quietest of whispers around fires late at night— 
the child joins the forces of darkness, and Farworld is destroyed.” 


Chapter 24 


Questions and Answers 


Something doesn’t make sense,” Kyja blurted out. Marcus and Master 


Therapass turned in her direction. “If the only way to bring Marcus back was to 
send me to Ert—” 

“Earth,” Marcus corrected, but Kyja just waved her hand. 

“Tf the only way to bring Marcus back was to send me to... 

Er-at,” she tried to pronounce it the way Marcus had, but it still came out 
sounding like Ert. “Then how are Marcus and I both here?” 

As Master Therapass stood, the food and place settings disappeared from the 
table. “That is one of the things I need to discover,” he said. “I have a hunch. If I 
am right, Marcus’s time here may be shorter than you think, and he still has 
much to do. I must return to the tower at once and search every scrap of 
information on the subject.” 

“You’re leaving?” Kyja and Marcus said together. 

“What are we supposed to do?” Kyja asked. 

“What do you mean, my time here may be shorter than you think?” Marcus 
demanded, slapping his hand on the table. 

Master Therapass held both hands in front of him, palms out. “Your 
questions will have to wait. I must go back to the tower at once. It would not be 
wise for my absence to be noticed right now. And it would be extremely 
dangerous for either of you to come with me. As far as I can tell, the Thrathkin 
S’Bae have lost your trail. But if they find out about Marcus’s presence here, that 
will change quickly. 

“Just over a day’s ride north is the Westland Woods. You will be safe there 
until I return. If my suspicions prove correct, you will need answers I cannot 
provide. But there is one who may be able to help you. When you reach the 
forest, seek out Olden. I will send word ahead to expect you.” 

“Who is this Olden person?” Marcus asked. 

The wizard chuckled. “Olden is not a person. Olden is a tree—the most 
ancient in Westland and the first of the Weather Guardians. Olden has watched 
generations of man come and go. If there are answers to be found, that is the first 
place you should look.” 

As Master Therapass turned to leave, Kyja stepped in front of him, arms 


folded across her chest, jaw set. “You can’t just tell us a story like that and then 
leave,” she said. “I’ve got a million questions.” 

The wizard rubbed his chin and smiled down at her. “Very well, little one. I 
don’t have time for a million. But I’ll try and answer one question for each of 
you before I go.” 

Kyja didn’t have to consider which question she wanted answered most. 
She’d been thinking about it ever since Master Therapass told her she was really 
from Ert. “In the tower, you promised me I had magic. But now you tell me I am 
from a planet that doesn’t have magic. Why did you lie?” 

The wizard scratched at something in his beard, and a small, glittering 
orange and gold insect buzzed angrily before crawling out from between the 
long whiskers and flying away. “I’ve been known to trim my beard less often 
than I should. I have been accused more than once—and rightfully so—of acting 
before thinking things through. But I never lie.” 

His eyes darkened as his face grew stern. “You do have magic, Kyja. Every 
person on every world has magic. Some just forget how to use it, or neglect it for 
so long that it withers away and dies. Do not think for a minute that because 
your magic is less obvious it does not exist. If you won’t take my word for it, 
consider this: 

“When I opened the doorway that sent Marcus to Earth, I knew another 
person would be brought to this world—it was demanded by the Scales of Order. 
But it wasn’t until I returned to the tower that I discovered who had taken his 
place here. You were drawn to this world precisely because of the strength of the 
magic you possess and your importance to the future of Earth.” 

“But then, why—” 

Master Therapass raised a hand, cutting her off mid-sentence. “It is not wise 
to examine your own magic too closely. Let it show itself when it will.” He 
turned to Marcus, who sat quietly at the table. “Your question?” 

Marcus swallowed and rubbed his bad leg as though trying to muster up his 
courage. “When I was on Earth, I couldn’t move my leg or arm almost at all. But 
here . . .” Marcus opened and closed the fingers of his left hand and, pulling 
himself up on the edge of the table, took a hesitant, limping step forward. 

“Most intriguing,” the wizard said. “One thing that has always troubled me is 
how you managed to survive the Dark Circle’s first attack when you were an 
infant. The injuries you sustained should have killed you. The Fallen Ones 
destroyed every living thing except the one person they came in search of.” 

Marcus’s face paled, and Kyja noticed how his hand unconsciously went to 
his bad leg. 

“At the time, I assumed it was simply an almost unbelievable oversight,” 


Master Therapass continued. “The creatures which attacked the child assumed 
he was dead and left without making completely sure. It never set quite right 
with me, but what other explanation was there?” 

Marcus shrugged. “But now you don’t think so?” 

“T’ve always known there was a connection between the future of the child in 
the legend and the future of Farworld. What I didn’t realize was how strong that 
connection might be. What if the Fallen Ones did kill you—or at least injured 
you severely enough that you should have died?” 

“But then how did I survive?” Marcus asked. 

“Precisely.” The old wizard tapped his fingers against his robe-covered knee. 
“That your injuries seem less severe here on Farworld brings to memory a 
version of the legend I once came across recorded in a small village far to the 
northwest, near the border of the Trees of Before Time. According to the story 
handed down through generations of the farmers there, the child who was 
destined to save or destroy our world was linked to Farworld not only by his 
future, but by a mysterious connection much stronger. 

“Marcus, I think it’s possible you survived the Dark Circle’s attack because 
your health is somehow linked inseparably to the health of this world. Perhaps 
the Dark Circle attacked you not just because you might one day lead a battle 
against them, but because your death might in and of itself bring about the fall of 
the world you are destined to save or destroy.” 

Marcus rubbed at his leg even more fiercely. “So I didn’t die because. . . ?” 

“Because Farworld—while weakened by the Dark Circle’s strength—was 
not yet ready to fall. Your near-death was a blow to Farworld, but you were 
saved by the magic of the world itself. When I transported you to Earth, you 
were robbed of this world’s sustaining magic. But by returning here you have 
reestablished hope for our world, and your injuries are lessened.” 

“But if that’s true, then why haven’t I been healed completely?” 

Master Therapass nodded slowly. “Because Farworld is still in danger.” 

Marcus’s face lit up with sudden understanding. “You’re saying that if I save 
Farworld, Farworld will heal me?” 

“T think that is entirely possible.” 

“But what happens if the Dark Circle succeeds?” Kyja asked. 

The wizard’s eye’s darkened. “If Farworld falls, I believe Marcus will die, 
and likewise, if Marcus falls, it spells the inevitable demise of this world.” 

“If my health is tied to Farworld’s health,” Marcus said quickly, “couldn’t we 
just find a way to cure me and save Farworld at the same time? You said your 
magic couldn’t heal my injuries when I was a baby. But does that mean you still 
can’t... that magic can’t...” He let his words fade away. 


Master Therapass knelt by Marcus’s side, wincing a little as he bent, and 
gently touched Marcus’s leg. “Magic is a strange thing,” he said with a measured 
look. “Who is to say what magic can or cannot do? Just because I can’t cure the 
wounds inflicted upon you—or upon myself, for that matter—by the Dark 
Circle, does not mean the wounds are not curable. 

“But just because a thing can be done with magic does not mean it should be 
done.” As he got to his feet, the wizard took in both Marcus and Kyja with his 
deep, dark eyes. “Sometimes the things we view as our biggest weaknesses turn 
out to be our greatest strengths. Don’t be too eager to rid yourself of your 
burdens. Your burdens are what shape you.” 

He began to turn away, then stopped and looked back at Marcus. “How are 
you feeling? Are you well?” 

“A little confused,” Marcus said. “But other than that, all right, I guess.” 

“Good.” A troubled look seemed to pass over the wizard’s face for a brief 
moment, but then he smiled. “Travel safely, keep your fire burning at night, and 
keep that skyte from terrorizing the local wildlife. I should join you shortly after 
you reach the forest.” With that, he changed into his wolf form and loped off 
across the meadow. 
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The rest of the day passed uneventfully, and the night held only the ordinary 
sounds of nocturnal animals, which stayed away from the fire Kyja, Riph Raph, 
and Marcus kept blazing much higher than necessary. The next morning, Marcus 
awoke with a queasy feeling in his stomach and a slight pressure behind his 
eyes. 

“Are you all right?” Kyja asked when he barely touched his breakfast. 

“Sure,” Marcus said. He tried to eat another bite of egg. The flavor was 
every bit as fantastic as it had been the day before, but his stomach jolted in a 
way that made him quickly push his plate away. “I think I might be coming 
down with a cold.” 

“What’s a cold?” Kyja asked. 

Marcus grunted. “Believe me, if you don’t have those here, you don’t want 
to know. Let’s get packed up and moving. Maybe Pll feel better by lunch.” 

But by lunchtime, only a few miles from the Westland Woods, he was feeling 
worse. His head was aching, and sweat dripped down his face. Sitting beside him 
on a log by the brook where they’d stopped to rest, Kyja reached out and 
touched his forehead. “You’re hot,” she said, frowning. 

“T don’t feel so good,” he admitted. The headache had turned to a pounding 


behind his eyes, and everything had taken on a slightly fuzzy look. He was 
starving, but just the thought of food made him gag. He wondered if he might be 
coming down with the flu. Did they have the flu here? Or maybe some worse 
Farworld illness to which his body hadn’t built up resistance? 

Kyja dipped a handkerchief in the cold water and pressed it to his forehead. 
“Ts there anything else I can do for you?” 

“Not unless you have penicillin or aspirin.” 

“Are those cures?” she asked with a worried look. 

He nodded, but even that slight movement of his head made the pain in his 
temples roar. 

“We have cures here. But I didn’t bring any,” she said. “Most of them are 
magic, so they don’t affect me.” 

“PII bet you’d love Extra-Strength Tylenol,” he said and tried to grin. 

“Maybe you’d better rest for a while before we ride any farther,’ Kyja 
suggested. 

“T think you’re right.” He slid off the log and lay down on the cool grass. He 
hated to stop with the edge of the forest in sight, but he wasn’t sure he could 
handle riding on Chance’s back without throwing up. The wet cloth over his 
head helped a little—if only he could make the ground stop spinning beneath 
him. 

He had hardly closed his eyes when something jerked him awake. His heart 
was racing, and his mouth had gone dry. Sitting up, he looked quickly around. 
Everything seemed fine, but a feeling of terrible danger roared through his body. 

“What is it?” Kyja asked, sensing his alarm. 

“I don’t... I don’t know,” he stammered. He couldn’t seem to breathe. The 
feeling of imminent peril was so strong he could practically taste it. “We have to 
get out of—” 

Riph Raph dropped from the sky, cutting off Marcus mid-sentence. The 
skyte’s yellow eyes bulged with fear. 

“Thrathkin S’ Bae!” 


Chapter 25 


Thrathkin S’Bae 


Riph Raph hopped about the ground, flapping his leathery wings wildly. 


“Where did they come from?” Kyja asked. “How did they get here?” 

“T don’t know!” Riph Raph squawked. “One minute there was nothing—no 
dust clouds, no movement—and the next they were here.” 

Kyja patted the skyte’s wing, trying to calm him. “All right, then. Which 
direction are they?” 

“Every direction!” Riph Raph flew three feet into the air and swiveled his 
head right and left. “Only two of the Thrathkin S’Bae, but lots of horrible 
looking dog things sniffing around searching for you.” 

Marcus sat up and moaned, shading his eyes against the sun. 

“Can we reach the forest?” Kyja asked. “Master Therapass said we’d be safe 
there.” 

“No. I don’t think they’ve seen us yet, but they will soon. They’re all over.” 
In his panic, Riph Raph coughed out a ball of flame that barely missed burning 
off Marcus’s left eyebrow. 

Kyja grabbed Chance’s reins, searching for the approach of the dark 
creatures. There was no sign of them yet, but if Riph Raph said they were out 
there, she believed him. “We’ll have to run for it,” she said, trying not to think 
about how fast the snakes had reached the Goodnuff’s farm. 

“You'll never make it,” Riph Raph almost shrieked. “The dogs have us 
surrounded.” 

Kyja grimaced, wishing for the millionth time that she had some kind of 
magic she could use. “We don’t have any choice.” 

“Maybe I can... help.” 

Kyja turned to see Marcus pull himself onto the log. Sweat bathed his face 
and matted his hair, but his eyes held the same determination she’d seen when he 
was facing down the man in Master Therapass’s aptura discerna. 

“Boost me onto Chance,” he said. 

Kyja helped him up until he could get his left foot in the stirrup and his right 
hand on the saddle. Heat radiated from Marcus’s body in sick waves. He was 
burning up. 

Pulling himself with his right arm, Marcus swung his weak leg over the 


pommel. “Now you... behind me.” Marcus swayed in the saddle and Kyja had 
to steady him as she climbed onto Chance’s back. 

“This may not work on you, so duck down behind me,” Marcus said, his 
voice raw. “And I don’t even know if I can use it with a horse. But there’s only 
one way to find out.” 

Kyja had no idea what he was talking about, but she thought she could hear 
the Fallen Ones moving about nearby. “Whatever you’re going to try, do it now,” 
she whispered. Turning to Riph Raph, she pointed in the opposite direction of 
the forest. “Fly that way. Maybe some of them will follow you.” 

As the skyte launched himself into the air, Kyja wrapped her arms around 
Marcus’s waist and picked up Chance’s reins. 

“Nobody came to see me today,” Marcus muttered under his breath. 

“What?” Kyja asked. But Marcus shook his head. Whoever he was talking 
to, it wasn’t her. A cough wracked his body as he started again. 

“Nobody came to see us today, nobody saw us arrive.” 

“Quiet,” Kyja whispered. “They’ll hear you.” What was he doing? Was he 
delirious? She was sure she could hear movement now, and not very far away, a 
low-pitched growling carried on the still air. 

“Nobody saw us walk away. Nobody knows we’re alive.” Marcus had 
dropped his voice, but his words still made no sense. 

Chance whinnied softly as a dark shape appeared out of the tall grass less 
than thirty yards away before slipping out of sight again. Kyja tightened her 
hands on the reins, trying to decide which way to ride, but Marcus put his hand 
over hers in a not-yet gesture. 

“Nobody knows when we come and go. Nobody seems to care.” 

Something was coming. The grass to their left rustled back and forth. 

“Nobody take us away with you. Take us into your care.” What was he 
talking about? It had to be the fever talking. 

On the other side of the brook, a pitch-black head emerged from the grass. 
Something that looked like an eight-legged dog—so skinny its ribs poked out 
from its matted fur—stood panting on a small rise less than twenty feet away. Its 
red eyes glittered as a pair of long, pink tongues curled and uncurled from its 
mouth filled with needle-sharp teeth. The creature raised its snout to the air and 
looked directly at them. 

Kyja turned from the foul creature and her breath caught in her throat. 
Marcus and Chance were gone. She blinked and they were back again. Deciding 
she’d been seeing things, she lifted the reins and started to dig her heels into 
Chance’s flanks. Before she could, Marcus caught her hand. “Don’t move,” he 
whispered so softly she could barely make out what he was saying. 


Marcus stared over his shoulder at Kyja with a grim urgency. His face 
seemed to swim before her, blurry and indistinct. She rubbed her eyes furiously 
—wondering if she was getting sick too—and again tightened her fingers on 
Chance’s reins. But Marcus shook his head and put a finger to his lips. 

Kyja turned toward the eight-legged dog. Clearly in sight, it should have 
charged them, but it continued to sniff the air, searching the meadow as saliva 
dripped from its tongues. What was it doing? Chance rolled his big, gray eyes 
but remained steady as Kyja ran her fingertips along his neck. 

After a moment, the dog-thing leaped over the brook and disappeared into 
the grass on the other side. Leaning forward in the saddle, Marcus pointed a 
shaking finger toward the edge of the woods. “Go forward,” he whispered. 
“Quietly.” 

Kyja nudged Chance with her heels, keeping the reins tight, and the horse 
started at a gentle walk. Was the dog blind? Is that why it hadn’t seen them? A 
hundred feet to the left, another dog appeared. Its skull-like head swiveled 
toward Kyja and Marcus. 

Kyja pulled back on the reins, but again Marcus gestured forward. As if they 
were being protected by some kind of magic, the dog’s eyes passed over them, 
and the creature skulked away. 

All at once she understood. “Magic, 
can’t you?” 

Marcus shrugged his shoulders, wiped the sweat from his face, and 
whispered, “Not... magic. Justa... gift.” 

The dogs were everywhere now, growling and whining, snapping at each 
other. They clearly could smell Marcus and Kyja, but were unable to find them. 

“But how can your magic work on me?” Kyja asked. “Magic doesn’t affect 
me.” 

“Not sure,” Marcus said, the strain evident in his voice. “I don’t. . . think 
I’m actually . . . making us invisible as much I’m bending the light. Stay close. 
And hope no one comes from behind. Don’t think it would work on you from 
that direction.” 

“How long can you keep this up?” Kyja asked, sliding closer. 

“Normally . . . not this hard,” Marcus panted. “Feels like something’s 
fighting against me—trying to pull off whatever makes us hard to see.” 

Kyja looked forward and sucked in a sharp breath. Standing between them 
and the forest were two figures with black cloaks pulled over their heads—the 
Thrathkin S’Bae. Both held black staffs forked at the top. Tongues of flame 
danced over the cloaks and arched across the tops of the staffs. 

Marcus muttered something that sounded like “dream” and slumped a little 
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she whispered. “You can do magic, 


in the saddle. 

A scream sounded from overhead, and Kyja looked up to see Riph Raph 
flying low in the air, drawing at least a dozen of the black dogs howling and 
snarling behind him. Staying just out of their reach, the Skyte turned his head 
and shot a ball of blue flame at the pack of dogs. The fire sent them scattering 
for a moment, but quickly they rejoined the chase. 

One of the Thrathkin S’Bae raised his staff, and a bolt of green lightning split 
the sky, narrowly missing Riph Raph. As the skyte reached the edge of the 
woods, another of the lightning bolts clipped his left wing. He wheeled into the 
trees and disappeared from view. 

“Can’t... hold on,” Marcus murmured. “Too strong.” 

“You have to,” Kyja whispered. It was a hundred yards to the figures and 
another quarter mile beyond them to the first trees. They’d never make it to the 
forest if they were spotted. 

Marcus moaned and slumped forward. Wrapping her arms around Marcus’s 
chest to hold him up, she urged Chance to go a little faster. Would her hands be 
visible if anyone or anything looked in their direction? It didn’t matter, because 
she could feel Marcus swaying more and more in the saddle. She was sure if she 
didn’t hold onto him, he would fall right off the horse. 

The two cloaked figures stood about a hundred feet apart. Each held his staff 
in both hands, waving them before their bodies in a circular fashion. Although 
Kyja couldn’t feel anything, Marcus began to tremble as they drew near the two 
men. 

Marcus’s labored breathing was so loud Kyja was sure he would be heard. 
“Hang on,” she said under her breath. She clasped the reins tightly—her heart 
thudding—and tried to look in both directions at once, expecting to see one or 
both of the hooded heads turn. Then they were past, with no other creatures 
visible between them and the woods. 

As she released a noiseless sigh of relief, Marcus jerked in her arms and gave 
a rasping cough. Both of the figures spun around. 

“Nhet tei gar,” one of the men cried out. 

Kyja had no idea what that meant, but she kicked Chance with the heels of 
her slippers and shouted, “Fly!” 

Chance was old, but it seemed he still understood danger. Almost before the 
word was out of Kyja’s mouth, the old warhorse broke into a gallop that nearly 
tore Marcus’s limp body from her grasp. 

Still, the woods seemed impossibly far away. Peeking over her shoulder, 
Kyja watched as both figures raised their staffs. Bolts of bright green energy 
sizzled through the air toward her. The one on the right missed, but the one on 


the left hit her directly between the shoulder blades. She grimaced, bracing 
herself for the pain, but the bolt bounced harmlessly away. Her immunity to 
magic had protected her, and for once she was glad to be different. 

Realizing their prey was escaping, both men raised their arms and 
transformed into the huge snakes Kyja had seen before. Leaning as far forward 
in the saddle as she could while still holding onto Marcus, Kyja shouted 
encouragement to Chance. The old gray and white stallion snorted and pumped 
his legs furiously. 

Kyja risked a quick glance over her shoulder. Grass and rocks flew past, but 
the snakes were coming even faster. They would never make it to the forest 
before the snakes reached them. 

Clutching Marcus’s body, she shouted for Chance to give everything he had. 
Foam flew from the stallion’s mouth as he charged toward the trees. Kyja heard 
a sharp hiss behind her and turned to see one of the snakes launch itself through 
the air. She yanked the reins hard to the left, and Chance turned sharply, 
churning up clumps of dirt and grass with his hooves as the snake flew 
harmlessly by. 

With effortless speed, the other snake slithered up next to her. Looking into 
its golden eyes, Kyja felt her heart stop beating. The snake’s pupils grew and 
spun, and Kyja began to lose her balance. The snake opened its mouth, which 
was big enough to swallow her whole. Its forked tongue flicked toward her, and 
Kyja’s robe sizzled and smoked where it touched. 

Kyja tried to tear her gaze from the snake’s entrancing golden eyes. They 
were almost to the woods, but it was too late. She felt herself slipping from the 
saddle as the world spun around her. The snake opened its mouth, and Kyja was 
falling onto glistening razor-sharp fangs. 

But then a long, brown limb reached out from the woods and crashed down 
across the glittering, black scales. The snake’s eyes blazed with fury as its body 
twisted and writhed. A second limb slapped down on the coils, and Kyja thought 
she heard something snap. Then she dropped from Chance’s back, and the world 
went black. 


Chapter 26 


The Weather Guardians 


Marcus awoke to the touch of something cool and slippery on his cheek. 


“Open your mouth,” said a deep voice that sounded as if it were coming 
from inside a drum. 

His lips parted, and a warm liquid flowed over his tongue. It tasted sweet but 
bumed as it touched the back of his throat. Gasping, he opened his eyes and tried 
to sit up, but the slippery limbs held him pinned to the ground. He jerked and 
twisted, unable to see in the dim light what he was fighting against. 

“Tt’s all right,” a familiar voice said. “They’re trying to help you.” 

“Kyja,” he murmured, as a face appeared in the shadows above him. 

He allowed his body to sink back to the ground. He had no choice. What 
little energy he possessed was used up quickly in his struggles. His head felt like 
it weighed a thousand pounds. 

“Where am I?” he tried to ask, but his tongue wouldn’t form the words. 

“Relax,” the deep voice said. “You are safe.” 

Marcus fell asleep. 
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He’d been having a dream in which he was playing a game with Elder 
Ephraim. The game involved moving colored rocks. Elder Ephraim explained 
the only way to win was by patiently waiting for your adversary to reveal his or 
her strategy. The first person to make the wrong move almost always lost. He 
tried to remember exactly what the rules of the game were, but the dream faded 
too quickly. 

An orchestra of cheeps, chirps, and croaks filled the cool, damp air. Lifting 
his head, Marcus opened his eyes and saw that he was glowing. As he started to 
sit up, a cloud of shimmering, red sparks rose from his skin and clothing. They 
held the shape of his body in the air for a moment before breaking up and 
humming away into the darkness. 

Looking to his left, he saw a frog no bigger than the tip of his finger. The 
frog’s eyes glowed an eerie green. Marcus watched the frog open its mouth and 
begin to swell—first to the size of an apricot, then a baseball, and finally a 


balloon. Its skin stretched so thin Marcus could see its heart pumping inside its 
body, illuminated by the light from its eyes. Just when he was sure it was going 
to pop, the frog released all the air inside it with a rapid, tee-tee-tee-tee tee-tee- 
tee-tee, and hopped out of sight. 

Where was he? He vaguely remembered running from some danger he 
couldn’t quite recall, and then . . . nothing. 

Now sitting up, he realized two things. The first was that he was lying in the 
branch or branches of a tree—resting on a bed of what felt like pine needles, 
only they were as soft as feathers. The second was that the ground was more 
than a hundred feet below him. Gasping, he rolled over and wrapped his arm 
around the nearest branch. 

Somewhere nearby, a voice chuckled. “The child is afraid of tumbling from 
its nest? Perhaps the child should stay out of high places.” Marcus’s first thought 
was of Bonesplinter. But the voice wasn’t the same. The needles rustled beneath 
him as if a strong breeze had blown through the branches. 

Marcus searched for the voice, but there was no one in sight. Looking up, he 
couldn’t see the sun. Was it night then? If it was, how could he see at all? 

Still clinging to the branch, he noticed that the millions of the tiny red lights 
which had covered his body flickered from the tree branches around him. 
Looking closer, he saw there were other colors as well—orange, purple, gold, 
pink. 

The branches trembled beneath him again and Marcus remembered the song 
about the baby sleeping in the treetops. 

“Rock-ee by, rock-ee by,” the voice sang as though reading his mind. This 
time the branch actually dropped a foot or two, and Marcus felt his hold on the 
branch begin to slip. 

“Stop it,’ scolded a second voice. “You’re scaring him.” Neither of the 
voices sounded human. For one thing, they sang more than spoke. And for 
another, they had a deep echoing quality to them. But Marcus thought the first 
voice sounded male, while the second had a more feminine tone. 

“What’s wrong with scaring him a little?” the first voice said. “He brought 
the Dark Circle with him.” 

“He didn’t do it on purpose,” the second voice said. “Let the boy down.” 

A groan shook the branches of the tree he was in, and Marcus could feel the 
wood vibrating beneath his fingers. “Fine. But I still say it would save us a lot of 
trouble if I let him fall.” 

The branch Marcus was holding drooped, and he felt himself beginning to 
slip. Holding as tight as he could with his good hand, he tried to find some 
purchase with his left foot. 


“Tt’s all right,” the second voice said. “Let go. Ithspin won’t drop you.” 

Ithspin? Closing his eyes, Marcus released his grip on the branch. He felt 
himself falling and reached out. Before he could grab anything, he dropped onto 
another bed of needles. That branch lowered and he slid from it onto another 
branch. Before he knew it, he landed with a gentle plop on the moss-covered 
ground. 

Someone approached, and Marcus tensed as he peered into the darkness. 

“How are you feeling?” Kyja emerged from the shadows, a halo of miniscule 
pink lights circling her head. 

All at once, Marcus remembered how sick he’d been. How did he feel? 
“Better,” he said. His stomach still felt a little queasy, but the pounding in his 
head had disappeared. “I think my fever’s gone.” 

Kyja gave a sigh of relief. “I was worried about you.” 

“You were?” Marcus felt a strange warmth in the center of his chest. They 
were silent for a moment, listening to the sounds of the forest. It was impossible 
to separate all the different hums, chirps, and clicks. There were hundreds of 
them blending together from all around the forest like a natural orchestra. 

“Here,” Kyja said, holding out a length of tree branch to him. It was a little 
thicker than his wrist at the top and narrowed to half that size at the tip. 

“What’s this?” he asked, running his fingers along the polished smoothness 
of the wood. 

Kyja blushed. “I found it over there a bit,” she said, pointing off into the 
trees. “I thought it could be a kind of walking staff. That maybe it would help 
you... get around.” 

“Like a cane,” Marcus said, grinning. “Kyja, that’s a great idea!” 

Kyja smiled—obviously pleased—as Marcus used the staff to push himself 
carefully to his feet. Leaning his weight on the staff, he found he could walk. 
Slow and limping it might be, but still, it was walking. 

“This is awesome!” he said, shuffling around the forest floor. 

Kyja beamed. “It even sort of looks like you.” 

“Huh?” Marcus turned the staff in his hands and discovered a gnarled knot 
about six inches below the top that actually did resemble a face if you squinted a 
little. 

“Wrinkled old thing looks more like Master Therapass.” He tried to scowl, 
but couldn’t help grinning. 

Kyja clapped both hands to her mouth, not doing a very good job of hiding 
her giggles. 

“Where are we?” Marcus asked, as something that sounded like a squirrel 
chattered above him. 


“The Westland Woods,” Kyja said. “Don’t you remember coming here? You 
cast a spell that made it so the Fallen Ones couldn’t see us.” 

“T can’t cast spells,’ Marcus said, shaking his head. “The last thing I 
remember clearly is breakfast this morning. The rest of it is all fuzzy.” 

Kyja giggled, her laughter blending in with the other sounds. Somewhere in 
the distance came three distinct hoots. “Breakfast was two days ago. You’ve 
been sleeping since then.” 

Marcus could only stare, dumbfounded. He’d been asleep for two whole 
days? 

“The trees have been caring for you,” Kyja said. “I think their sap is what 
made you better—along with the wood sprites’ magic.” 

“Wood sprites?” Marcus asked looking around. 

Kyja held out her hand, and several of the tiny pink specks rose briefly from 
her palm before fluttering slowly back. Marcus leaned closer. They looked like 
tiny sparks, but if he squinted his eyes, he could almost make out thin bodies and 
transparent wings. 

“Why didn’t you tell me you could do magic?” Kyja asked. In the darkness it 
was hard to make out her expression. 

“I... didn’t. That is I...” he stammered. He’d never told anyone about his 
abilities before—never trusted anyone enough to share his secret. “It’s not really 
magic. It’s just sometimes I can make people look away from me. And now and 
then I seem to know things before they happen.” 

Before Kyja could respond, a golden toad hopped across the forest floor and 
said in a Clear voice, “Olden will see you now.” 


Chapter 27 


Olden 


here is it taking us?” Marcus asked. 

Kyja raised her hands in a who-knows gesture. Over the two days Marcus 
had slept, the trees had stopped her from wandering very far. They said it was to 
keep her from getting lost, but Kyja suspected it was to keep her from snooping 
around. They told her Riph Raph was being kept somewhere else—apparently 
the trees had a problem with animals that could blow fire—and Chance was 
safely eating grass in a meadow nearby. 

For the last twenty minutes, she and Marcus had been following the golden 
toad down one dark, tree-lined passageway after another, far from anywhere 
Kyja had explored. Despite the toad’s constant urging to go faster, Kyja walked 
slowly so that Marcus could keep up with her and let him stop as often as he 
needed. With the only illumination coming from the clouds of multicolored 
wood sprites above their heads and spread among the tree branches, the toad 
could be leading them in circles, for all she knew. 

At one point Marcus refused to go any farther. Rubbing his bad leg, he 
demanded the toad tell them where they were headed and how long it would take 
to get there. But the toad only admonished them that they were going to be late if 
they didn’t hurry, and hopped off into the darkness. Marcus tried to keep up with 
it, muttering something that sounded like Mad Hatter. 

“Why do the tree branches wave around like that?” Marcus asked. 

Again Kyja shrugged. Of course she’d noticed how the trees flapped their 
long limbs slowly up and down, creating their own fragrant breezes, but they 
were as much of a mystery to her as they were to him. 

As they headed down into a gully, the path grew wet and spongy. Marcus 
grimaced when the tip of his staff sank deep into the muck and he was forced to 
drop to the seat of his pants. “I envy you,” he said, trying to scoot along the dank 
forest floor and brush the wet pine needles from his hands at the same time. 

“Me?” Kyja asked, carrying his staff. She couldn’t remember anyone ever 
envying her before. It was always the other way around. “Why would you envy 
me?” 

“You have two good arms and legs. You don’t have to look up at everyone. 
You never have to ask anyone to help you reach something on a tall shelf. You 
don’t have to crawl across the ground likea...a bug.” 


“T never thought of that,” Kyja said watching Marcus scuttle along the path 
beside her. “You make it seem so easy. Actually I envy you. ” 

Marcus cocked his head and narrowed his eyes as though he suspected she 
was joking. “Me?” 

Kyja nodded. “All my life I’ve wanted to do magic. Even something as 
simple as making a pot boil. Then you come along and make an entire horse 
disappear without giving it a second thought.” 

They both followed the toad silently, contemplating the other’s words. As 
she walked, Kyja studied their surroundings. Although the forest was full of 
animal life, except for an occasional waist-high fern the trees were the only plant 
life in the forest. They were so tall and their branches so thick it was impossible 
to see their tops. Now and then, she caught an occasional glimpse of something 
dark gray high up through the interlacing green, but not a trace of sunlight. 

Pausing for a moment, Kyja touched the side of a nearby tree. The bark was 
a deep, almost brown, red—rough but fragrant. As she ran her hand over its 
bumpy surface, one of her fingers touched a fuzzy spot about the size of her 
knuckle. When she pressed against it, her fingertip sank into the bark. 

“What are you doing?” thrummed a deep voice. “Stop that.” 

“Oh!” Kyja jumped backward, pulling her hand from the tree. “I was just... 
um...” 

“Humph,” the tree grunted. “Keep your hands to yourself.” 

“Sorry,” Kyja said. She wondered what the soft spot was. She’d seen the 
same thing on other trees while exploring—fuzzy gray splotches on the 
otherwise perfect bark. 

“Look at that,” Marcus said, interupting her thoughts. 

Kyja followed Marcus’s gaze to see the toad hop onto a spiral staircase. As 
she and Marcus approached the stairs, they discovered the staircase was actually 
composed of tree branches—spread out and down to form steps circling up the 
trunk. Marcus crawled onto the first branch. Seeing that it held his weight just 
fine, Kyja followed him, still carrying his staff. Climbing the steps, Kyja realized 
she’d been hearing the growing roar of rushing water for some time now. 

Several feet ahead of them, the toad stopped and looked back. “Step lively 
now,” it croaked. 

Kyja and Marcus hurried behind it to discover they were perched forty or 
more feet above the bank of a fast-moving river. White water crashed and 
cascaded against glistening boulders. Kyja tried to picture a map of the land 
they’d traveled—wondering if this was the same Two Prong River that ran 
beside Terra ne Staric—but she’d never been this far from the city before. 

Down below, the forest had blocked much of the sound, but up here, with an 


unobstructed view of the river, the roar was thunderous. The branch steps 
seemed to end at the platform they were standing on. 

“What now?” Marcus asked, trying to make his voice heard over the river. 

In answer, the toad hopped to the edge of the branch and leaped into midair. 

Kyja gasped. Then something amazing happened. All along the bank of the 
river, the trees waved their branches like giant umbrellas. Instead of falling, the 
toad spread out its long legs and seemed to fly. Like a bird or a skimmer, it 
glided across the river and landed softly on the far bank. 

“Hurry up!” it croaked, shouting above the din of the river. 

Marcus and Kyja looked at each other with wide eyes, then at the toad. “How 
do we get across?” Kyja yelled. 

“Jump!” the toad said impatiently. 

With an impish grin, Marcus shrugged his shoulders. He took his staff from 
Kyja and crawled out on the branch until it bent beneath his weight. Holding the 
staff in both hands he said, “Here goes nothing.” 

“No,” Kyja said, reaching for him. Before she could grab him, he launched 
himself from the branch. For a moment he plummeted toward the river, and 
Kyja’s heart lodged firmly in her throat. Then, as the trees again beat their 
branches against the air, he, too, appeared to fly. 

“Ya-hooo!” he whooped, waving at Kyja with his staff. Reaching the far 
bank, he hit the ground softly and executed a perfect som-ersault. “Try it,” he 
shouted with a huge grin. “It’s great!” 

Kyja looked down at the raging white water and clutched a branch above her 
head. What if it didn’t work for her? What if it was some kind of magic? She 
turned to go back down the way she’d come, but the steps had disappeared. 

“Come on!” Marcus yelled as the toad began hopping into the woods on the 
other side of the river. 

Kyja gazed at the rocks so far below. Blood pounded in her ears. 

“Don’t be afraid,” said a deep but gentle voice. “We won’t let you fall.” 

“P-promise?” she stammered. 

“Of course,” said the voice. “Weather Guardian’s oath.” 

Gritting her teeth, she slid her feet a few inches away from the trunk of the 
tree. One at a time, she pried her fingers from the branch. Squeezing her eyes 
shut, she mustered all of her courage and jumped. 

She was falling! Opening her eyes, she saw the river rushing up toward her. 
It hadn’t worked after all. Just as she felt sure she was going to crash into the 
fast-moving water, something like a warm hand cupped her body and raised her 
into the air. Wind lifted her long hair off her neck and blew it away from her 
face. 


“You’re doing great!” a voice called. 

She turned to see Marcus waving at her, grinning like an idiot. Gently as a 
feather, the wind set her on the bank. 

“Great job!” Marcus patted her shoulder before turning to follow the toad. 

Still trying to catch her breath, Kyja looked across the river at the tree from 
which she’d jumped. The enormous pine tipped a branch in her direction. Kyja 
waved back, then hurried after Marcus. 

“This way,” Marcus said, limping up the side of a steep hill. Kyja trotted up 
next to him. 

At the top of the hill, the toad waited. When it saw them, it hopped down the 
path and into a large clearing. 

As she followed the toad into the opening, Kyja blinked her eyes. It wasn’t 
exactly sunny, but for the first time she could see all the way to the sky. A tiny 
circle of blue was cut out of the thick, gray clouds. 

“Your majesty,” the toad said, stopping at the edge of the path, “I present 
Kyja and Marcus.” 

Across the clearing—past a scrubby little tree that looked more like a bush— 
were three of the most magnificent trees Kyja had ever seen. Each of their trunks 
was thicker across than she could stretch her arms. They rose up into the sky— 
disappearing into the clouds and then emerging through the round, blue opening 
of sky. 

Kyja glanced at Marcus, and his eyes silently asked the same question she 
was wondering. Which of the three is Olden? Kyja gave a tiny shrug of her 
shoulders. In front of them, the toad tilted its head, the meaning on its warty little 
face obvious: step up and say something. 

Kyja waved Marcus forward with a jerk of her hand, and together the two of 
them approached the three trees. 

“Its an honor to meet you . . . your majesty.” Kyja hesitated a moment 
before curtseying in the direction of the middle tree. Putting most of his weight 
on his staff, Marcus performed an awkward bow. 

The trees remained silent. 

Marcus shot her a nervous glance before turning to the tree on the right. “It’s 
a pleasure to meet you. Thank you for helping us.” 

Again the trees said nothing. 

Together they turned to the tree on the left and Kyja said, “Is there anything 
we can do to repay you?” 

Still the trees towered mutely above them. 

Just when they were beginning to wonder if they’d done something wrong, a 
voice spoke. 


“The first thing you can do is turn around and stop looking at my sons, you 
foolish children,” said a high-pitched, waspish voice that sounded like an old 
woman. “If I must speak with you, I would prefer not to look at your backsides.” 

Marcus and Kyja spun around to face the scraggly little tree they had passed 
by. 


Chapter 28 


The Dark Circle 


ot what you imagined?” the gnarled tree snipped. 

Marcus and Kyja glanced uncomfortably toward each other. 

“Bah! See how you look when you’re a thousand years old.” 

“Pm sorry,” Marcus said, scratching his shoulder. “I was just expecting .. .” 
He let his voice trail away, unsure how to complete the thought. 

“Something taller?” Olden asked, her voice dripping with sarcasm. 

“T guess so.” Marcus shifted his feet. “The rest of the trees in the forest are so 
big.” 

“For your information, there was no forest here when I was a sapling. It was 
all dry, empty plain. If it wasn’t for the Weather Guardians, it still would be. 
Westland can thank me and my children for guiding the clouds to send the rain it 
receives. But do you think they ever show any gratitude?” 

“T had no idea,” Kyja said. 

“Hummph,” Olden grunted. 

“Ts that why you all do that thing with your arms . . . er branches?” Marcus 
asked, hoping to change the subject to something more agreeable. 

“Weather channeling,” the tree said. “It was my idea. We send the clouds to 
where moisture is needed.” 

“Neat,” Marcus said. He was not exactly sure how to have a conversation 
with a tree. Where were you supposed to look when speaking to something that 
didn’t seem to have a mouth or face? He scuffed his tennis shoe in the dirt, 
wondering if all trees were this grumpy. 

“Well?” the tree said impatiently. “What do you want? Speak up. I don’t 
have all day.” 

“I... er...” Marcus glanced at Kyja, hoping she’d help him out, but she 
didn’t seem to have any more clue about what to say than he did. 

“Ts that all you came here for? To show me your backsides, insult me, and 
inquire about the weather? I don’t know why the wizard bothered asking me to 
talk to you at all. Neither of you seem very intelligent, and I’ve got a million 
things to do today.” 

Marcus wondered exactly what kinds of things trees did all day, but thought 
it better not to ask. He held his tongue. Kyja curtsied and said in a humble tone, 
“We appreciate you seeing us, Your Highness. Master Therapass said you are the 


wisest tree in all of Westland, and if we wanted to learn about the past, you were 
the only one to speak with.” 

“He did, did he?” 

Marcus wasn’t sure, but he thought Olden might have been smiling a little— 
if trees could smile. She certainly sounded pleased. 

“Oh, yes,” Kyja said. “He told us the trees of Westland Woods were the 
smartest living things in all of Westland, and you were the smartest of them all.” 

Marcus certainly hadn’t heard the wizard say that, but a sharp glance from 
Kyja kept his lips sealed. 

“Well.” Olden fluffed her mostly-bare branches and rustled her needles. “I 
suppose I do know quite a bit. You can’t live as long as I have without hearing 
things.” 

“What have you heard about the snake-men?” Marcus blurted out. Kyja shot 
him an irritated look. 

“Thrathkin S’Bae,” Olden said, drawing her branches close to her trunk. 
“Wizards of the Dark Circle. No one has seen them in these parts for hundreds of 
years. That you brought them here is a bad omen for all of us. We do not wish to 
draw the attention of the Fallen Ones. If not for Master Therapass, we would 
have left you to them.” 

Kyja shuddered visibly. “Master Therapass said the Thrathkin S’Bae are 
chasing us because of a legend.” She pulled the amulet from her robe. “Show 
them your shoulder, Marcus.” 

Marcus hesitated. After all the years of hiding the brand on his arm, he 
wasn’t any more comfortable showing it to others than he was talking about his 
abilities. Finally, he relented and lifted his shirt sleeve. 

Olden bent forward, and Marcus could almost see eyes staring out of the 
tree’s bark. 

“Does it mean anything to you?” Kyja asked. 

“No,” Olden snapped suddenly—her tone even colder than when they’d first 
met. She pulled her bent trunk to its full height. “I’ve never seen it before.” 

“What about the legend?” Marcus tried. “Master Therapass said you might 
be able to tell us about the legend of the living things of the world fighting with 
each other.” 

“Humans invent stories all the time. It makes them feel better for living such 
pitifully short lives. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get my morning 
sunlight. Anura, please see them out of the woods.” 

At the tree’s command, the golden toad hopped toward the trail and looked 
expectantly back at Marcus and Kyja with its bulging eyes. 

“Wait,” Marcus said. “You can’t just send us away. The Thrathkin S’Bae 


might still be out there.” 

“Better out there than in here. We have no quarrel with the Dark Circle, and I 
intend to keep it that way.” 

A murmur of approval came from the nearby trees. 

“So you’re just going to let them kill us?” Marcus swiped his hand across his 
brow. His head felt hot again, and his stomach was roiling. 

Olden waved her branches in a shooing gesture. “We saved you once. If the 
legend is true, you should have no fear of the Fallen Ones. After all, you’re the 
one who’s prophesied to banish them.” 

“Then you do know about the legend,” Marcus said. 

Olden’s trunk stiffened, and all of her branches seemed to shake at once. 
“Both of you children leave now, before I have you thrown out.” 

Marcus turned to Kyja, who had a strangely thoughtful look on her face. She 
stepped toward one of the three trees they’d mistaken for Olden at first and 
placed her fingertips on its trunk. 

“What are you doing?” a gruff voice said. 

Kyja looked up with an expression of wonderment. “You’re sick.” 

“What?” the tree thundered. “That’s nonsense.” 

Ignoring it, Kyja moved to the next tree and placed her hand against what 
looked like a piece of gray fuzz on its rough bark. “You’re sick, too.” 

She hurried to the next huge tree. “You too. All of you are sick.” She spun 
around to stare at Olden. “The entire forest is slowly dying. And you know all 
about it, don’t you?” 

Marcus had no idea what she was talking about. Olden looked like she was 
about to wither into sawdust, but as far as the rest of the forest, he’d never seen 
healthier trees in his life. 

“Get these two out of here now!” Olden screeched. At once, the trees started 
to wave their broad branches, and the same wind that had carried Marcus and 
Kyja over the river began pushing them from the clearing. 

Clinging to his staff, Marcus was blown to the ground. His fingers clawed 
and slipped in the loose soil, but Kyja leaned into the wind—the thoughtful look 
still locked on her face. 

“Tt’s just like the prophecy warned,” she said, her words whipped away by 
the wind that slapped her hair across her face. “You’re taking too much. You 
changed the weather to meet your needs. You took all the moisture you wanted, 
but you didn’t consider the other plants.” 

Marcus grasped at a nearby root with his good hand, but it flicked him off 
like a bug, and he found himself rolling down the pathway. 

“Tt may not be in my lifetime,” Kyja shouted above the gale. “But eventually, 


this entire forest will be gone if you don’t do something.” 

A burst of wind actually lifted her off the ground, and, looking back, Marcus 
was afraid she would be crushed against one of the immense trunks. 

“T can help you!” she screamed. 

All at once the wind stopped, dropping her to the dirt, and a deep voice 
rumbled, “How?” 


Chapter 29 


A Dark Fate 


Y ow’re only a girl,” said the middle of the three trees. “What makes you 


think you know what’s wrong with us?” 

Kyja got slowly to her feet, brushing the dirt from the front of her robe as 
Marcus pulled himself up with his staff and limped back into the clearing. 

“T don’t know how I know, but I do,” Kyja said. She let a handful of dirt 
trickle through her fingers. Marcus saw that it was composed almost completely 
of dead needles. “Don’t you see? You created the perfect condition for your own 
kind. But you forgot one thing. You’re taking all the nutrients from the soil. You 
need other plants to absorb the food you leave and to create the food you need.” 

Kyja walked to the closest of the large trees and rested her hands on its 
coarse trunk, like a doctor examining a patient. “I can feel it in you. On the 
outside it’s just a few spots. But on the inside you’re . . . weak. If you are 
attacked by bugs or disease or . . . whatever, you won’t have the resistance to 
fight back. Can’t you feel it too?” 

“Frog squattle,’” Olden said. “We’ve lived just fine for a thousand years. 
We’ll live a thousand more.” But Marcus noticed the other trees weren’t so quick 
to ignore Kyja’s words. He could hear them whispering quietly among 
themselves. Finally the middle tree spoke up. 

“Perhaps there is something in what you say. We have sensed a certain... 
strangeness. But even if it is true, what can you do about it?” 

Kyja folded her arms across her chest and lowered her head as though in 
deep thought. After a moment, she looked up. “The tower groundskeepers at 
Terra ne Staric. They know all about keeping plants healthy. I’m sure they could 
help you restore the balance in the woods.” 

“And you can convince them to help us?” the tree asked. 

“If not, J can,” a voice said from behind them. 

Kyja and Marcus turned to see Master Therapass stride swiftly through the 
trees, his dark cloak flowing out behind him. He entered the clearing, winked at 
Kyja and Marcus, and dipped low in an elaborate bow before Olden. 

“Your majesty, it is a pleasure to see you again. As always, you look 
magnificent.” He turned to the three large trees and performed the same bow, 
holding his cloak behind him with his left hand while clutching his right fist 


before his chest. “Council of Weather Guardians, if I may be of assistance, only 
say the word.” 

The trees seemed to confer together, their branches rustling gently. 

“How did you know all that?” Marcus whispered to Kyja. “About the trees 
dying?” 

She frowned. “I’m not sure. I just . . . knew.” But how did she know? It felt a 
little like when she’d looked into the aptura discerna, or when she’d pulled 
Marcus from Ert. First there was a feeling in the pit of her stomach—she knew 
there was something wrong with the trees, and she wanted to help. Then it was 
just there . . . in her head. 

As Master Therapass glanced down at Marcus and her, Kyja noticed his 
beard was freshly trimmed and less tangled than usual. She wondered if that was 
because of the business he’d been attending to in Terra ne Staric. “You two seem 
to have things in control here,” he said. 

“Thanks to Kyja,” Marcus said. “I thought we were goners for a minute.” 

“Goners?” Master Therapass raised an eyebrow. 

“You know. Dead ducks. Something about the symbol on my arm and Kyja’s 
amulet really set them off. They would have sent us out to face the Fallen Ones 
if it weren’t for Kyja.” 

“Really?” Master Therapass gazed down thoughtfully at Kyja. 

“T just wanted to help,” she said. 

The trees stopped their rustling, and Marcus, Kyja, and the wizard all turned 
in their direction. 

“We have reached a decision,” the middle tree said in a booming voice. “It’s 
possible the girl’s words are true. We have noticed some changes over the last 
hundred years. Perhaps we miscalculated.” 

Olden coughed, and Marcus wondered again how a tree with no visible 
mouth could do such a thing. “We will accept your help,” she said, “if it is 
offered freely. We will not be forced into making any alliances with you or 
taking sides in something that is not our concern.” 

Master Therapass fingered the tip of his beard. “My help is offered freely, 
but it won’t be of much value if the Dark Circle overruns Terra ne Staric.” 

Kyja started. Was it really possible the Dark Circle might attack the capital 
of Westland? If Terra ne Staric wasn’t safe, what was? 

“The Dark Circle is not our concern,” Olden said with a trace of contempt in 
her voice. “Their quarrel is with humans, not us.” 

Master Therapass threw back his cloak. Kyja could almost feel the wizard’s 
stature grow as he stared at the wasted tree. 

“Do not underestimate the evil intent of the Dark Circle.” Master Therapass’s 


voice was every bit as impressive as the largest of the trees. 

Kyja had never heard the wizard speak so forcefully before. He held his 
hands out, palms raised to the sky, and a clear globe appeared above his 
fingertips. As he spread his hands, the globe grew and rose. 

“Disease and soil are the least of your concerns if the Dark Circle has its 
way,” Master Therapass thundered. “Behold your fate.” 

An image appeared inside the globe. It was fuzzy at first, but soon the picture 
cleared, revealing a forest that might have been the Westland Woods. Birds 
chirped. Animals played. Everything looked just as it should, and Kyja 
wondered if Master Therapass had made a mistake. 

“T don’t see what—” Olden began to speak, but Master Therapass cut her off 
with a single word. 

“Look.” 

The dark-cloaked figures Kyja had seen in the meadow appeared in the 
globe. Only this time, instead of two, there were dozens, hundreds—their dark 
mass blocked nearly everything else from sight. Each held a forked staff, and 
Kyja watched in horror as the figures raised their staffs and a wall of flame 
engulfed the trees. 

“No!” Olden gasped, clutching her frail branches to her trunk. All around the 
clearing, the other trees were also covering their trunks and leaning as far away 
from the scene as they could. The entire forest seemed to tremble. 

Popping sounds came from inside the globe as one tree after another turned 
into a pillar of flames. Kyja thought she could hear the sound of screaming, too 
—hundreds of voices crying out together. Birds and animals fled the burning 
mess as the cloaked figures swept deeper into the woods. 

“Take it away,” Olden pleaded. 

Master Therapass clapped his hands and the image disappeared at once. 

“Tt’s a lie,” one of the trees said from the edge of the clearing. “The wizard is 
trying to frighten us.” 

“T only wish I were,” said Master Therapass, his voice soft again. “But Olden 
knows the truth, don’t you?” 

In front of him, the old tree seemed to wilt. “Where did you find that?” she 
asked. 

“Tt was in the tower archives—stored away for centuries. The entire forest 
was burned to the ground in less than three days. The only plants that survived 
were the seedlings, buried deep enough in the soil to survive the heat.” Master 
Therapass ran a finger gently across Olden’s nearest branch. “You were one of 
those seedlings, weren’t you?” 

The answer was a barely audible, “Yes.” 


“Tt’s why you sought to control the weather. You thought if you remade the 
forest bigger than before, if you could force the clouds to obey you, this would 
never happen again. But the fire that burned your forest a thousand years ago— 
that killed your mother and father, your brothers and sisters—cannot be put out 
with rain. When the Dark Circle returns, they will burn this woods to the ground, 
just like they did back then. Only this time, they’ll see that nothing will ever 
grow here again.” 

“No,” Olden said—her voice fierce with determination. “Last time we got 
involved. This time we won’t. The Dark Circle will have no reason to harm us if 
we Stay out of their fight.” 

“That’s where you’re wrong. The Dark Circle is determined to destroy 
everything praiseworthy. You only have two choices. Stand against them and 
fight, or join them and look forward to this.” 

Again Master Therapass held out his hands. This time the globe showed a 
forest of warped, black trees. Bare, twisted branches hung limply beneath a 
steel-gray, cloudless sky. The ground under the trees was an oily-looking swamp 
empty of any other life. The wizard turned to eye each of the trees around him, 
letting them see the carnage. 

For once Olden was silent. 

“What do you want of us?” she finally asked. 

The wizard placed a hand on Marcus’s shoulder. “I firmly believe Marcus is 
the key to the future of Farworld. If we are to have any chance of holding off the 
Dark Circle, we must find a way to return him to our world.” 

Marcus jerked under Master Therapass’s grip. “What do you mean, return 
me? I’m already here.” 

“No,” the wizard said, an odd look on his face. “You are not.” 


Chapter 30 


Nowhere 


Marcus tried to speak but couldn’t. His vocal cords seemed to have dried 


up, and the best he could manage was a sandy croak that would have 
embarrassed a frog. 

Master Therapass touched Marcus’s forehead. “How do you feel?” 

Marcus pulled away from the wizard’s touch. How did he feel? Confused, 
tired, and sick to his stomach. A few days ago, his biggest worry had been what 
Chet and his friends were up to. Now everything kept changing. How was he 
supposed to feel after learning he was from this strange world where magic was 
real and plants and animals could talk? He didn’t want nightmare creatures 
trying to kill him, and he definitely didn’t want a world full of people he didn’t 
know thinking he was going to save them. 

“How do you think he feels?” Kyja said from Marcus’s side, as though 
reading his mind. She jutted out her chin and shook back her long, dark hair as 
she stared at Master Therapass. “He’s confused. And I’m confused too. Why 
can’t you stop talking in riddles?” 

“Sometimes riddles are the only answers we have,” Master Therapass said. 
“By the time you’re my age, you’ll learn the clearest answers are often the most 
misleading, and the best answers are almost always the most difficult to 
understand at first. But this time I’m being as plain as I possibly can.” He raised 
his weathered face to the circle of blue sky high above them, where a beam of 
sunlight glowed down. 

“Hold out your hand,” he said to Marcus. “Like this.” The wizard pulled the 
sleeve of his robe up to his elbow and held out his hand, palm down. 

Marcus had no idea what the point was, but he held his hand beside the 
wizard’s wrinkled one. “Now what am I supposed to—” 

His words were cut off by Kyja’s gasped, “Oh!” 

Following her gaze, Marcus looked at his hand and felt his stomach turn 
over. Illuminated by the sun’s golden light, Master Therapass’s weathered hand 
wavered slightly, casting a dark shadow on the heavily needled ground. Beside 
it, Marcus’s hand was also lit by the sun. But somehow most of the light 
appeared to pass through his skin. He could see rays of sunlight glowing pinkly 
beneath the palm of his hand. And his shadow on the ground was a dim, barely 


visible, gray—the kind of shadow you might see under a full moon. 

“As I expected,” the wizard said. 

Marcus jerked his arm back as if afraid of being burned. Sweat trickled down 
the sides of his face, and his head throbbed. “What is it?” he whispered, 
suddenly aware of how quiet the forest had become. “What’s wrong with me?” 

“Perhaps it would be better if we spoke of this somewhere else,” the wizard 
said, taking Marcus’s arm. 

“No.” Marcus pulled away. “Tell me now.” 

Master Therapass glanced around the clearing, then nodded slowly. “Very 
well. It might be better if we face it together at that. There’s still much I don’t 
understand.” He glanced toward the three large trees. “Do you mind? I’ve come 
a long way, and I’d like to sit for a while.” 

“Not at all,” the tree on the right answered. At once, the ground began to 
rumble, and three roots thicker than Marcus’s waist rose out of the ground. 
Master Therapass lowered himself onto one of the roots with a sigh. “Go ahead,” 
he told Marcus and Kyja. “We may be here awhile.” 

Kyja glanced at Marcus, shrugged, and sat on one of the roots. Marcus joined 
her. 

“There is nothing wrong with you,” Master Therapass said, resting his chin 
in his hands. “As I told you, I realized I’d made a mistake after sending you to 
Earth. True, it may have been the only chance to save your life, but I quickly 
discovered there was no way to bring you back.” 

“You were wrong,” Marcus said. “Kyja brought me here.” 

“That’s what confused me at first.” The wizard rummaged inside his robe, 
and his hand emerged, holding a roll of fragile-looking parchment. He traced his 
finger down the page, shaking his head and mumbling under his breath. At last 
he looked up from the document. 

“Tt’s impossible. According to everything I can find on the subject, there is a 
balance that must be maintained between worlds.” He set the parchment beside 
him on the Weather Guardian’s root and held out both his hands. “When I 
opened the doorway that sent Marcus to Earth, I unbalanced the Scales.” He 
raised his left hand while lowering his right. 

“To rebalance the Scales, Kyja was sent here.” He moved his hands so they 
were even again. “You see? There is no way to bring Marcus back without 
sending Kyja to Earth. And since she is not there, you are not here.” 

Marcus ran his fingers through his hair. As far as he could tell, this balance 
business was all a bunch of nonsense. “If I’m not here, than where am I?” 

“Ah, that’s the question,” Master Therapass said. He tapped the parchment 
with one finger. “There is no record of anything like this before. But I think I 


might understand.” 

The wizard began rummaging around inside his robe again. “Now where did 
I put that?” he muttered. He stuck his hands into his pockets and pulled out a ball 
of glittery, red string, something pink and slimy that began to ooze away when 
he set it on the root next to the parchment, and a jawbone filled with enormous- 
looking teeth. 

“Don’t tell me I left it back at the tower,” he said, looking around the grove 
as though whatever he was searching for might be somewhere among the trees. 
“Wait.” He turned around and reached into the hood of his cloak. 

“There you are,” he said, pulling out what looked to Marcus like a big, 
multicolored pancake. 

As Master Therapass flattened the pancake on the ground in front of him, 
Marcus saw light shine up from it in multi-colored rays. 

“The aptura discerna,” Kyja said, leaving her root and leaning over it. “This 
is how I saw you the first time, Marcus, in the room with the Thrathkin S’Bae.” 

“Bonesplinter,” Marcus said, trying not to shudder. He leaned over the 
window too. “How does it work?” 

Master Therapass tapped the aptura discerna with a white and silver rod, and 
the colors began to spin together. 

“Ts that a real wand?” Marcus asked. The spinning colors made him feel a 
little queasy, but he watched closely anyway. In most of the books he’d read 
back on earth, magic spells always required some kind of secrets words like 
“hocus-pocus” or “eye of newt, wing of bat, turn this frog into a hat.” But he 
hadn’t heard Master Therapass say anything. 

The wand disappeared from the wizard’s hand too quickly for Marcus to 
follow, and he glanced up Master Therapass’s sleeve, wondering if that’s where 
it had gone. 

“Kyja,” Master Therapass said as the aptura discerna turned a cloudy pink, 
“remember carefully. Do you recall what you were thinking when you 
summoned Marcus here?” 

Kyja nodded her head immediately. “I saw the snake trying to bite him, and I 
knew I was the only one who could help. I didn’t want him to die. I thought I 
would do anything to save him.” 

A hint of a smile played at the corner of the wizard’s mouth as he nodded. 
Marcus thought he heard him mutter something that sounded like, “No magic 
indeed.” 

“As you look into the aptura discerna,” the wizard said to Kyja, “try to recall 
those same feelings in your mind—even more importantly recall them in your 
heart.” 


Kyja leaned over the swirling circle as Marcus watched from over her 
shoulder. At first there was nothing but the pink clouds. Then slowly, an image 
appeared. Marcus caught his breath as he recognized himself. It was just after 
he’d come to Farworld. He was sitting half in, half out of the brook, looking 
around with wide, scared eyes, like someone had just jabbed him with a cattle 
prod. 

“That’s it,” Master Therapass said softly. 

The image changed, and Marcus saw himself wrapped in the mimicker’s 
web, struggling and trying to fight his way out. Although no sound came from 
inside the window, he thought Kyja must have called to him, because he looked 
up from the dark and stopped struggling. 

Again the image shifted. This time Marcus and Kyja were on Chance’s back 
as the horse raced toward the Westland Woods. Marcus’s body bounced limply 
in the saddle—held in place only by Kyja’s firm grip. As the image of Kyja in 
the aptura discerna turned to see a bolt of green light shoot toward them, the real 
Kyja staring down on the image whispered, “Help him.” 

“That’s right,” Master Therapass said. “You wanted to help him.” 

All at once the image disappeared and was replaced by a silver nothingness 
that Marcus at first thought was empty. 

“No,” Kyja said, shaking her head. And again louder, “No!” 

Marcus leaned closer to the aptura discerna and realized the window wasn’t 
quite empty. In the middle of the nothingness, something small and white hung 
suspended. He leaned closer still, and a cold bead of sweat rolled down the 
middle of his back. 

Floating like a ship in an endless sea of silvery clouds was a figure. It hung, 
unmoving, its arms and legs bent, and its hands clenched as though gripping a 
chair that wasn’t there. Its eyes were closed, and its features were so small as to 
be impossible to make out. But he had no question who it was. 

Himself. 


Chapter 31 


The Best of Intentions 


Kyja pulled back from the aptura discerna, her face bathed in sweat. The 


swirling silver clouds gave her a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach, even after 
she looked up from the window. Watching the other images was slightly 
disorienting, but none of them made her feel the way the nothingness had—as if 
human eyes weren’t meant to see that shapeless mist. 

“Where is that place?” she asked Master Therapass. “And how can Marcus 
be here and there at the same time?” 

The wizard brushed his hand over the aptura discerna, and the window 
returned to its previous stained-glass appearance. “Part of Marcus is here. Your 
desire to save him from almost certain death appears to have forged a link 
between the two of you. You summoned him here using that link. But you 
couldn’t bring him all the way across—the Scales of Order wouldn’t allow it. 
Another part of him is trapped between our two worlds.” 

He looked at Kyja and chuckled. “You asked me back in the tower if I 
thought you had magic, little one. That you were able to summon even a part of 
Marcus shows magic greater than any I have ever seen. Magic I don’t even 
pretend to understand.” 

“Ts that why he’s sick?” she asked. “Because part of him is stuck between 
worlds?” They both turned to Marcus, whose face looked pale and drawn. His 
eyes—underscored by dark circles which hadn’t been there an hour earlier— 
roved wearily between the wizard and Kyja. 

Master Therapass nodded. “I believe it is. I returned to Terra ne Staric for 
two reasons. One I won’t discuss with you at this time. The other was to uncover 
everything I could find on portals.” 

The wizard picked up the fragile-looking scroll and unrolled it again, tugging 
at the end of his beard as he studied it. Kyja leaned over his shoulder, but the 
words on the parchment were written in a language she couldn’t read. 

“Tt appears that being in two places at once is draining you,” The wizard 
said. “Only half of your body is eating. Only half of your body is breathing. The 
nourishment from the Weather Guardians seems to have helped, but I can only 
surmise that ultimately your body will fail if this goes on much longer.” 

“We have to bring the rest of him here,” Kyja said, her eyes shining. She 


reached for the aptura discerna, but Master Therapass touched her hand. 

She looked up at his grave face. “What are we waiting for? Just tell me what 
to do.” 

“Tt’s not that simple,” he said, running his fingers down the tip of his beard. 

“Of course it is. You said he can’t stay in two places, so I need to bring him 
all the way here.” She clutched her amulet in her hands and stared into the aptura 
discerna, focusing her concentration on the memory of Marcus as she’d seen him 
floating in the silver mist. She didn’t care how sick looking at the nothingness 
made her feel, the idea of a part of Marcus trapped there made her feel even 
worse. She would get him out. She could feel the power to do it burning inside 
her. 

“Go ahead,” she said. “Use your wand to make the colors go away. I can 
bring him here. I know I can.” 

“This is not the way,” Master Therapass said. He took her chin in his 
fingertips and tilted her head until her eager, green eyes were looking into his 
solemn, brown ones. “There are certain laws that all elements must obey. When 
we use magic, we ask the elements to voluntarily aid us. To ignore those laws is 
to force the elements to obey us. That is the way of black magic. It is the way of 
the Dark Circle, and it will corrupt, even if you use it with the best of 
intentions.” 

“What are we supposed to do? Just leave him there?” Kyja pulled away from 
the wizard. 

But Marcus was nodding, understanding clear in his eyes. “You have to send 
me back, don’t you?” 

“No.” Kyja glared at him. “You can’t go back. What about the snake man— 
Bonesplinter? What if he’s still looking for you? Who will protect you?” 

“TIl protect myself,” Marcus said. “I’ve done it before.” 

Master Therapass placed his hand on Marcus’s shoulder. “The part of you 
that is trapped between worlds will go with you once you return to Earth, and 
you should recover quickly.” 

“And then what?” Kyja asked, seething. “You said yourself he can’t save 
Farworld if he’s not here.” 

“PII do everything I can to find a way to return you to Earth, Kyja, and to 
bring Marcus here,” the wizard said. “That you came so close gives me hope it 
can be done. But for now... .” 

“No.” She folded her arms across her chest and scowled. “I won’t do it. Do 
we even know where he’ll end up if I send him back? What if I return him to 
Bonesplinter? What if I drop him off a cliff?” 

Master Therapass opened his mouth, but it was Marcus who answered. 


“I know you don’t want to send me back to Earth. And I don’t want to go. 
You’re the first real friend I’ve ever had. But part of me is dying. I can feel it.” 
He touched his hand to his chest. 

He turned to Master Therapass. “If I go back to Earth, will my arm and leg 
still work?” 

The wizard frowned. “I think not.” 

“That’s it, then,” said Kyja. “He can’t go. It wouldn’t be safe.” 

Marcus touched her shoulder, his eyes meeting hers. “We have to.” 

Kyja glared at Marcus and Master Therapass, her chin quivering. This wasn’t 
right. What was the point of bringing Marcus here, only to turn around and send 
him back? But what choice did she have? If she were a wizard, she’d find a 
different way. If only she could do real magic. If only. It was the story of her life. 

“Fine,” she snapped, feeling Master Therapass had let her down. “Pl do it.” 

Kyja refused to meet the wizard’s eyes as he touched his wand to the aptura 
discerna. Instead, she focused on the swirl of colors—trying to keep the tears 
that burned in her eyes from sliding down her cheeks. 

“Just like before,” Master Therapass said. “Remember, you’re doing this for 
Marcus. To help him.” 

Kyja blinked her eyes as a warm tear dripped past her nose. It wasn’t fair. 
Marcus shouldn’t have to go, and she shouldn’t have to send him. 

A hand closed around hers. Surprised, she looked up to see tears in Marcus’s 
eyes as well as he knelt beside her. “Take care of Riph Raph,” he said, forcing a 
grin. “I think he’s going to miss me the most.” 

“He’ll miss calling you names.” Kyja reached up to brush away her tears and 
suddenly hiccupped, giving both of them an unexpected case of the giggles. 

“Concentrate,” Master Therapass warmed. “Sending him back may not be as 
easy as summoning him.” 

Marcus gave her hand a final squeeze before letting go. “Try not to drop me 
in a stream this time,” he said with a trace of a smile, and Kyja bit her lip, torn 
between laughing and crying. 

Focusing on the aptura discerna, she reminded herself she was doing this for 
Marcus’s good. For a moment, the window remained clouded. 

“Search your heart,” Master Therapass whispered. 

Kyja remembered how she’d felt when she saw the snake trying to kill 
Marcus. How desperately she wanted to help when he was trapped in the 
mimicker’s net. How awful she felt when she thought the Fallen Ones were 
going to get him. 

The aptura discerna cleared, and she saw the silver sea again, with Marcus 
floating in the middle. Staring at his limp figure trapped in the center of the 


nothingness, she knew she had to get him out of there. 

Summon him, a voice said. She tried to look away from the aptura discerna to 
see who had spoken, but the swirling silver mist held her eyes locked on it. 

Rescue him. The voice spoke again, and this time she wondered if it was 
actually coming from inside her own head. Master Therapass doesn’t know 
everything. He said so himself. Bring Marcus to you and protect him. 

Protect him? How could she protect him? It was only luck that had brought 
them to the Westland Woods without being killed by the creatures of night or 
eaten by the mimicker. 

You have magic. Magic greater than Marcus’s. Greater than the wizard’s. But 
you’re afraid to use it. The silver mist spun and swirled before her like a great, 
unfocused eye, and Kyja felt something move inside her. Something she’d never 
experienced before. Something that felt almost like . . . magic? 

That’s it, the voice urged. Feel your magic. Feel its power within you. Bring 
him to you and protect him. 

Far off, she thought she could hear another voice calling to her. But it was so 
distant, she couldn’t make out the words. Out of the mist dropped the golden 
rope she’d used to pull Marcus across the first time. She imagined her hand 
reaching forward and grasping it. All it would take was one tug. 

Pull, the voice cried with an insistence that was irresistible. Pull now. In her 
hands, the amulet burned. 

As Kyja began to pull on the rope, she thought she felt the ground tremble 
beneath her. In the aptura discerna, Marcus opened his eyes. But it wasn’t 
gratitude she saw on his face, it was terror. All at once, she remembered Master 
Therapass’s words. To ignore those laws is to force the elements to obey us . . . it 
will corrupt, even if you use it with the best of intentions . . . that is the way of 
the Dark Circle. 

“No!” she screamed, and instead of pulling, she gritted her teeth and pushed 
at Marcus as hard as she could. 

The aptura discerna flashed red, and Kyja was thrown backward onto the 
ground. There was a roaring in her ears, and she tasted blood in her mouth. 
Opening her eyes, she saw Master Therapass leaning over her, worry painted 
across his face. 

“Did I...” She tried to sit up and everything started to spin. “Did I send 
him?” 

“No,” said a voice that she recognized immediately as Marcus’s. “I’m still 
here.” 





Chapter 32 


Y’sdine’s Feint 
Let me try again.” Kyja was sitting on a root, rubbing her forehead. Her 


tongue throbbed where she’d bitten it, but the bloody taste was gone from her 
mouth. 

“Absolutely not. It’s too dangerous.” Master Therapass looked pale and 
worried. The aptura discerna had disappeared back into his robe. 

“T wasn’t expecting anything to be in there,” she said, getting up and pacing 
across the clearing. “This time I’ll be prepared.” 

“Tt’s not that,” the wizard said, raising a stern finger. “Whatever you heard 
was waiting for you. It knew where Marcus was, and it knew you would come 
for him. If you had given in and succeeded in summoning Marcus completely to 
Farworld, both of you would have been corrupted; your presence would be 
welcomed only by the Dark Circle. The Fallen Ones tried to trick you and failed. 
Who knows what they might try next time.” 

Marcus had been leaning his head against one of the Weather Guardian’s 
roots, drinking the sap through a small, straw-like tube. He sat up, looking a little 
better. “What choice do we have?” he asked. 

Master Therapass turned a small, colored stone in his hand. “For the 
moment, we wait.” 

“Wait?” Kyja asked, feeling her frustration boiling over. “First you tell me I 
have no choice but to send Marcus to Ert at once. Now you want to wait. What’s 
the point?” 

Master Therapass shook the sleeve of his robe, and more of the colored 
stones fell into his palm. Ignoring Kyja’s angry stare, he spread the stones onto 
the root in a circle, alternating green and red. “Have you ever played Trill 
Stones, Marcus?” 

Kyja snorted. She couldn’t believe Master Therapass wanted to play games 
while Marcus might be dying. But Marcus moved beside the wizard to take a 
closer look. 

“Kyja beats me as this game regularly,” the wizard said. “But perhaps I’d 
have a better chance with someone a little less experienced.” 

Marcus rubbed his cheek absently. “It almost seems like I’ve seen this 
before.” 


“Really?” Master Therapass tilted his head. “The rules are actually quite 
simple. There are twenty-four playing pieces—twelve red and twelve green. The 
board consists of twelve concentric circles.” As he waved his hand over the 
stones, twelve circles glowed just above the root in the same colors as the stones. 
“The goal is to get two of your stones into the center circle.” 

“Make him go first,” Kyja said, taking an interest in spite of herself. Trill 
Stones was her favorite game. “The key to winning is waiting for him to—” 

“reveal his strategy,” Marcus finished. 

Kyja and Master Therapass both blinked in surprise. “You have played 
before then?” the wizard asked. 

“Not that I remember, exactly,” Marcus scratched the side of his head. “But I 
think maybe Elder Ephraim might have taught it to me when I was little.” 

“The man who rescued you on Ert?” Kyja asked. 

Marcus nodded. “But that isn’t possible, is it?” he asked Master Therapass. 

Instead of answering, the wizard moved one of his stones two circles in. 

“That’s called Tanjin’s Guard,” Kyja said, edging closer. “You can take his 
spot with your marker or move into the space behind him. But if you move next 
to him, he can take your stone.” 

For the next thirty minutes, Kyja guided Marcus through the game step by 
step. At first he made simple mistakes, but before long, he was attempting moves 
even Kyja hadn’t anticipated. 

“Perhaps I underestimated you,” Master Therapass said as he narrowly 
avoided a trap Marcus had set. 

“T think you did,” Marcus said. In a series of quick jumps, he took three of 
the wizard’s stones and landed his first stone into the middle circle. 

“Look out,” Kyja warned when she saw what Marcus was doing. But it was 
too late. On the wizard’s move, he jumped Marcus’s stone and set himself up to 
win on his next turn. 

Marcus stared at the board, dumbstruck. “I was so close,” he said, moving a 
stone that had no impact on the final outcome. 

“Its Y’sdine’s feint,” Kyja said as Master Therapass moved his second stone 
into the center circle, winning the game. “I used it against him all the time until 
he figured it out.” 

“You waited for me to spring my trap, then used it against me.” Marcus 
shook his hair out of his eyes. 

Kyja sat up straight. “That’s why we’re waiting, isn’t it?” she blurted. 

Master Therapass took out his wand, and the stones neatly stacked 
themselves and dropped into a small leather bag which appeared in his other 
hand. 


Kyja tugged on the wizard’s sleeve. “It’s just like the game. You’re waiting 
to see what the Dark Circle’s going to do.” Once she realized what Master 
Therapass was up to, her impatience disappeared. But why couldn’t he have just 
told her? 

Master Therapass handed the bag to Marcus. “Take these to practice with. 
When you can beat Kyja, you’ll be good indeed.” The wizard’s eyes narrowed. 
“They may come in useful in other ways as well.” 

Marcus jiggled the bag of stones in his hands, making them clink softly 
together. “You think the Dark Circle was waiting for Kyja to send me back to 
Earth?” 

Kyja realized how late in the afternoon it was getting. The patch of sky 
overhead had gone from bright blue to purple. 

Master Therapass knuckled the small of his back and stood up to stretch. “It 
would explain why they haven’t attempted to pursue you into the forest.” 

Kyja rubbed her sore tongue against the inside of her cheek, remembering 
how she’d been thrown backward by whatever was in the aptura discerna. “What 
does it matter?” she asked, her earlier excitement disappearing. “As long as 
they’re waiting outside the forest and blocking me from sending Marcus back, 
we're trapped.” 

“T wonder,” Marcus said, using a twig to doodle shapes in the dirt. “Can the 
Dark Circle create their own doorways like the one that sent me to Earth?” 

“No,” Master Therapass said, studying Marcus. “The portal I created for you 
uses white magic. The Dark Circle can only use black magic.” 

Marcus brushed away the shape he’d been drawing and started again. “Then 
where did Bonesplinter come from? I’m pretty sure he wasn’t born on Earth.” 

Master Therapass listened intently as Marcus told him about Bonesplinter 
and what he’d seen him do behind the school. 

“Of course,” the wizard said, when Marcus had finished. “Once they 
discovered where I’d sent you, they came up with a plan to destroy you. They 
must have created a drift.” 

“What’s a drift?” Kyja asked. 

Olden and the rest of the Weather Guardians had been so silent Kyja had 
almost forgotten they were there. But apparently they had been listening all 
along, because Olden unexpectedly piped up. 

“A drift is a passageway,” she said in her high, scratchy voice. “A 
passageway between worlds. Don’t they teach you children anything?” 

“A passageway between here and Earth?” Marcus asked, spinning around on 
the seat of his pants to face the tree. 

“No, silly boy,” Olden chirped. “Between here and your dusty britches.” The 


old tree cackled as if she’d told the funniest joke in the world. 
“That’s it then,” Kyja said. She broke into a wide grin. “All we need to do is 


find the drift. Marcus can come through it to Farworld, and...” She paused, her 
eyes lit with wonder. “And I could go back to Ert. Maybe I could even find my 
parents.” 


But Master Therapass was shaking his head before she even finished. “If the 
Dark Circle has created a drift, they did it by force. Before you could get 
halfway through, you’d be as foul as they are.” 

Kyja slumped back onto her root, dejected. 

“T don’t imagine there’s a way we could build a drift of our own, is there?” 
Marcus asked. 

Beside him, Olden cackled even louder than before. “By all means, children. 
Build a drift. You should get started right a-a-a-way.” Her last word disappeared 
into a gale of rough laughter. 

Kyja turned to Master Therapass, who was looking down in apparent disgust. 
“What’s that crazy tree talking about?” she asked, shooting Olden a dirty look. 
Master Therapass turned to Kyja. “It’s impossible to create a drift without using 
dark magic.” 

“Impossible?” Marcus asked. “But Olden. . .” 

“Ignore her,” Master Therapass said. “Trees have an odd sense of humor. I 
think the sap goes to their heads sometimes. The only way to create a drift 
without using dark magic would be if the four elements voluntarily worked in 
unison.” 

“What are elements?” Marcus asked. 

Master Therapass knelt down and used Marcus’s twig to draw four squares in 
the dirt. In each he drew a symbol. All of the symbols had a loop at one end, but 
the other ends were all different. The first looked a little like a crab claw, the 
second like a snapping whip, the third like the curl of a pig’s tail, and the last 
like a small square within the larger square. 

“The symbols of magic,” Kyja said. 

“Correct,” he answered, examining his work. “Fire, Water, Air, and Land. 
The basis for all magic and—some say—all life. The four elements make up 
nearly everything around us. According to some of the most ancient and sacred 
writings, each of the elements is controlled by its own group of beings known as 
elementals.” 

“Just like the song,” Kyja said. Clapping her hands, she repeated the words 
she’d learned as a child. 


See the Lords of Water— 


Beyond the waves they leap 


See the Lords of Land— 
Beneath the ground they sleep 


See the Lords of Air— 
Above the clouds they creep 


See the Lords of Fire— 
Around the flames they reap 


Water. Land. Air. Fire. 
Together, the balance of Farworld they keep. 


“Where did you learn that?” Marcus asked. 

Kyja grinned. “Lady Mangum taught it to all the children in magic school.” 
But then her smile faded. “Before they told me I had to leave.” She turned to 
Master Therapass. “But I thought elementals were make-believe creatures.” 

Master Therapass shrugged. “Some say yes. Some say no. Personally, I 
believe they exist.” 

“These elementals,” Marcus said. “Are they living beings?” 

“No one knows for sure what they are,” Master Therapass said. “People 
claim to have seen them on rare occasion, but no human has ever spoken to 
one.” 

“And the elementals could open a drift?” Kyja asked, warming to the subject. 

“Could and would are two very different things.” The wizard clapped his 
hands together, making a small, blue bowl of water and a flickering candle 
appear in the air before him. “The same writings that speak of elementals claim 
that by cooperating with one another they could indeed open a drift between 
worlds.” 

Kyja opened her mouth, but before she could say a word, the wizard nudged 
the bowl with his left hand. It approached the flame, then pulled suddenly back 
as though on a string. When the wizard pushed the candle toward the water, the 
same thing happened. “Combining elements in a spell is hard enough. But 
according to the scrolls, the elementals that control the elements are a thousand 
times more difficult. They are complete opposites of one another. You could no 
more ask a fire elemental to work with a water elemental than you could ask a 
fish to live on dry land.” 

“But don’t they stand to lose as much as everyone else if the Dark Circle 
wins?” Marcus asked. 

“No one knows how the elementals think.” Master Therapass scratched out 
his pictures and laid the twig aside. “The elements don’t talk to each other, and 


they absolutely don’t talk to humans.” 

“When was the last time anyone tried?” Kyja asked, and the wizard gave her 
a strange look. “Doesn’t it make sense that the elements would be against 
anyone who uses dark magic? Anyone who forces the elements to obey their 
will? The Dark Circle is corrupt. You said so yourself.” 

“What are you suggesting?” Master Therapass asked. 

“Why don’t we at least try talking to them and see if they’ll listen? The 
Weather Guardians didn’t want to help us at first, did they?” 

For once Olden didn’t laugh at one of Kyja’s suggestions. 

“Tt would be extremely difficult to locate them,” Master Therapass said. 
“Everything I’ve read claims the elementals are impossible to find unless you 
know exactly where to look. I wouldn’t have the faintest idea where to begin.” 
But he seemed intrigued anyway. 

“T do,” Olden said, and this time she didn’t sound like she was joking. “At 
least the water elementals. They live in a place called Water Keep. And I might 
even be willing to tell its location . . . for a price.” 


Chapter 33 


Galespinner 


Tt was early morning, and the damp, gray mist that hung in the cold air like 


wet cotton balls made Marcus feel as if he were standing in a cloudbank. Behind 
him, the movement of the trees’ branches broke up the fog and sent its moisture 
skyward. But here at the edge of the forest, he could barely see more than ten 
feet ahead, and tiny drops of water clung to his face and arms. 

Master Therapass had provided him with a traveling cloak—cut down so it 
wouldn’t drag too badly when he was on his hands and knees—and a pair of 
pants with magical properties to keep out the moisture and cold. He had also 
replaced Marcus’s worn gloves with a magic pair specially fitted to his hands. 
But somehow the water had made it inside his clothing anyway. 

“T feel like someone dunked me in the river,” he said, his teeth chattering. 

“At least you can’t blame it on me this time,” Kyja said, wrapping her cloak 
more tightly around her. 

Riph Raph, still crabby over being separated from the rest of the group by 
the Weather Guardians, cocked his head and said, “A little water couldn’t hurt 
either of you. You were both starting to smell rather ripe, if you want my 
opinion.” 

“We don’t,” Kyja and Marcus said in unison. 

“Humph,” he snorted, flapping his wings. But Marcus noted the skyte didn’t 
blow out a ball of blue flame as he normally did when he was upset. The 
Weather Guardians had been very clear about what they did to anyone who 
brought an open flame within a hundred feet of the trees, and it wasn’t pretty. 

Chance looked up from munching stalks of grass a few feet away and turned 
to Marcus. “Knock, knock.” 

“Who’s there?” Marcus answered. 

“Don’t get him started,” Kyja said with a shake of her head, that pulled her 
long ponytail free from the hood of her cloak. 

“Dishes,” Chance said, ignoring her. 

“Dishes who?” Marcus asked. He’d missed the big horse and his silly jokes. 

“Dishes the coldest it’s been in weeks.” 

Marcus couldn’t help laughing as the stallion whinnied at his own joke. Even 
Riph Raph seemed slightly amused. But Kyja only rolled her eyes in disgust as 


she tucked her hair back into her cloak. 

“Where is Master Therapass?” she grumped. “He said he wanted to go first 
thing in the morning. I don’t like the looks of this weather, and I’m tired of 
standing around listening to dumb jokes. ” 

Marcus shrugged. He knew that Kyja was really upset about the wizard’s 
plan to leave the safety of the Westland Woods. But he, for one, was happy to be 
getting out of the forest. Having lived his whole life under wide-open skies with 
plenty of space around, the huge trees made him feel a little claustrophobic. 
He’d worry about the Dark Circle if and when he had to. 

“You don’t remember what it was like being chased by the Thrathkin S’Bae 
and those horrible dogs of theirs,” Kyja said. “If you did, you wouldn’t be so 
anxious to leave.” 

Marcus started. He knew Kyja couldn’t actually listen in on his thoughts—at 
least he was pretty sure she couldn’t. But it was still strange to be around 
someone who could read him so well. “Wasn’t it your idea to go looking for the 
four elementals in the first place?” he said, rubbing his arms to try to get warm. 

“Not if Pd known how long it would take. Water Keep is at least three weeks 
of travel away—if we can trust that nasty old tree. Personally, I think demanding 
Master Therapass’s promise of protection for a stupid map is completely 
unacceptable. But even if she is telling the truth, you said yourself you can’t last 
here that long. And that’s just to reach the first of the elementals. What is Master 
Therapass thinking?” 

Marcus cast his gaze on the thick fog, remembering that part of him was 
trapped in a place which looked very similar. Did that part of him know it was 
trapped? Could it feel cold or loneliness? The thought made him shudder. He 
fingered the leather bag Master Therapass had given him. Along with the 
colored stones, he’d also tucked his picture of Elder Ephraim and the thirteen 
dollars he’d taken from his suitcase into the bag. 

“Elder Ephraim used to say the first step of any journey takes place in the 
mind. You wouldn’t have suggested the trip if you didn’t think we could find a 
way to accomplish it.” 

Before Kyja could respond, Master Therapass walked out of the mist, 
shaking the dew from his cloak. He wrung his beard, and a stream of water 
dripped from the tip. “You are ready then. Very good.” He turned to Marcus. 
“How are you feeling?” 

“Cold,” Marcus said, rubbing his hands together. 

“A little cold weather won’t kill you,” the wizard said. He removed a leather 
parchment from inside his robes and unrolled it for Marcus and Kyja to see. It 
was the map Olden had given them the night before. 


Marcus pointed to a drawing of a city on the far right side of the map. It was 
located on the south edge of a huge lake. “Is that Water Keep?” 

“If Olden’s information is correct—and I have no reason to think it isn’t—we 
should be able to reach Lake Aeternus before the snow starts to fall.” The wizard 
traced his finger along a route that took them north out of the Westland Woods, 
up past the northernmost ridges of the Windlash Mountains, and then east, across 
the Plains of Theyer. 

“Why not just go straight across the Windlash Mountains?” Marcus asked. It 
looked like it would cut the trip almost in half. 

“No,” Master Therapass said. “The Windlash Mountains are no place for 
children. Besides, the passes are closed by now. It would be impossible to get 
through.” 

“Are you sure we should go at all?” Kyja asked before he could say another 
word. “What if more of those Thrathkin S’Bae are out there?” 

“The Dark Circle is, undoubtedly, waiting for us to leave the forest,” Master 
Therapass said. 

“Then why leave? Let’s just stay until we come up with another plan,” Kyja 
pleaded, edging closer into the trees. 

Master Therapass slid his wand between his fingers. “If the Dark Circle 
wanted to flush us out, they could have burned the forest to the ground. They 
have waited not because they are unable to enter the forest, but because it is the 
perfect trap. They are hoping that as long as you feel secure, you won’t leave. 
That suits them perfectly, while their focus is on other fronts.” 

“What other fronts?” Marcus asked. 

The wizard’s eyes narrowed. “Brute force is not the Dark Circle’s only tool. 
Even as they search for you, they seek other means to insert their influence into 
the highest seats of power.” 

Kyja jumped as if someone had just pinched her. “The man I saw with the 
High Lord back in Terra ne Staric. Is he part of the Dark Circle? Is that one of 
the reasons you went back?” 

Instantly Master Therapass placed a finger to her lips. “Some things are 
better not spoken of.” 

“Now then,” he said straightening, “I think it’s time for us to make our 
departure. The Fallen Ones can appear at any time, but early morning is when 
they are the least active. I’ve scouted far to the north, and for the moment, it’s 
clear. I suspect they have placed most of their forces to the south, expecting us to 
return to Terra ne Staric. We should be able to gain a good head start. They may 
not even discover we’ve left.” 

“As for you.” The wizard held out his arm to Riph Raph, and the skyte flew 


up onto the sleeve of his robe. “I want you to fly ahead of us. If you see anything 
out of place, return at once and report to me.” 

For once Riph Raph didn’t have a snide comment. He flapped his ears and 
launched himself into the fog-shrouded sky. 

“But what about Marcus?” Kyja asked. “You said yourself he can’t stay in 
this world. He’ll never make it on a trip this long.” 

The wizard nodded thoughtfully. “Yes. The Weather Guardians’ sap will help 
him for a few days, but we’ll need to find a way to return him to Earth before 
long. Perhaps the Dark Circle’s guard will be down when they discover we’ve 
left the woods.” 

Still Kyja didn’t seem convinced. “What if they find us?” 

Master Therapass turned to stare out into the foggy morning. “They will find 
us eventually. The Dark Circle has too many spies to believe otherwise. We will 
deal with that eventuality when it comes.” 

“Will you stay with us this time?” Marcus asked. 

A shadow crossed the wizard’s face. “Yes. I believe my usefulness in the 
tower may be at an end. If we’re going to have any hope, though, you’ll need a 
faster mount.” 

“We’re not taking Chance?” Marcus limped over to where the stallion was 
grazing. Chance raised his head, and Marcus petted the horse’s nose. 

“He brought you this far, but he’ll be safer back in Terra ne Staric.” He 
walked over and patted Chance’s mane. “The Dark Circle shouldn’t bother him 
on his own. Do you think you can find your way home, boy?” 

Chance pawed the ground with his hoof and started into the woods. Just 
before he disappeared from sight, he stopped and turned back. “Knock, knock.” 

Master Therapass smiled. “Who’s there?” 

“Lass.” 

“Lass who?” 

“Lass one home’s a rotten egg.” 

Kyja snorted. “I’ve never heard that one before.” 

Marcus smirked. “I taught it to him.” 

With Chance gone, Marcus glanced around. “What are we supposed to ride 
now?” 

Master Therapass put his fingers to his lips and gave two piercing whistles. 
Marcus turned to Kyja, but she only shrugged her shoulders, looking around 
curiously. 

A moment later, Marcus caught a movement out of the corner of his eye. He 
turned in time to see something appear silently out of the fog. Although it stood 
on four legs, it wasn’t any kind of horse he had ever seen. At least a foot taller 


than Chance and nearly twice as broad through the chest, its body was an almost 
blinding white. 

But it was the head he couldn’t take his eyes from. It was narrow and like a 
bird’s, but covered with pale golden scales. And inside its beak-like mouth were 
sharp, white teeth. Growing from the top of its head and down the back of its 
neck was a mane of gauzy, golden tendrils that looked like fairy wings. 

As he watched, the creature glared down at him with blazing, orange eyes, 
reared up on its hind legs, and snorted. Plumes of white steam shot from the 
creature’s nostrils. Marcus backed away from it, scared to death. He was not 
going to get on the back of that. 

But Kyja stepped slowly toward it, a look of awe on her face. She turned to 
Master Therapass. “A mist steed?” 

The wizard nodded. “Her name’s Galespinner. There’s no need to be afraid, 
Marcus. She won’t hurt you.” 

Marcus stared up at the huge beast. He couldn’t even imagine riding her. 
“How would I ever get on?” he asked. 

As if she had heard his question, the mist steed stepped toward him and 
lowered her head. 

“Go on,” said Master Therapass. “Take hold of her mane.” 

Positive he was about to be eaten, Marcus walked toward the creature and 
closed his fingers around the nearly invisible hairs. They looked insubstantial, 
but felt much stronger than they appeared—like holding onto a silken net. As 
soon as Marcus and Kyja had a firm grip on her mane, Galespinner raised her 
head and set them on her back in one swift motion. 

It happened so quickly, Marcus didn’t have time to be scared. And once he 
was on the mist steed’s back, he found she fit his legs so perfectly there was no 
need for a saddle. “Is she magic?” he whispered to Kyja. 

“Yes,” she whispered back. “I’ve heard of them, but I’ve never actually seen 
one before. They’re supposed to be as fast as the wind.” 

Master Therapass rubbed the mist steed’s nose. “As a creature of pure white 
magic, she is immune to any harm the Dark Circle might try to cause her.” 

Marcus ran his hand along the animal’s back. He could feel the strong 
muscles, but her skin was soft as silk. “I guess she doesn’t tell jokes,” he 
whispered. 

Galespinner shook back her mane and snorted. Kyja shot him a dirty look. 
“Of course not.” 

Marcus turned to Master Therapass, who had been watching the two of them 
with an amused look on his face. “If we ride, how will you be able to keep up?” 

Without a word, the wizard tucked his hands into his robes. In a blur of 


movement, he transformed into the great, gray wolf that had attacked the 
mimicker. Throwing back his head, the wolf gave a deafening howl that made 
Marcus jump. The wolf’s pink tongue lolled out of his mouth, and Marcus 
thought he might be grinning. 

“Don’t worry,” the wolf said in the wizard’s voice. “I’ll manage.” 


Chapter 34 


Sticks and Air 


By late that day, the fog had turned into a steady rain and Marcus and Kyja 


were soaked to the skin, despite their supposedly waterproof cloaks. 

“T think the Weather Guardians did this on purpose,” Kyja said. 

Marcus grunted, too cold and tired to say more. At least his tailbone didn’t 
ache like it had after riding Chance all day. He wanted to think it was because 
he’d become used to riding, but he suspected it was because Galespinner’s gait 
was so smooth and silent he could barely tell she was moving if he closed his 
eyes. 

For his part, Master Therapass seemed impervious to the rain. Marcus 
guessed a thick pelt of fur had its benefits. And if Galespinner was bothered by 
the water, she didn’t show it in the least. In fact she didn’t show much of 
anything, and Marcus found himself missing Chance’s silliness. He considered 
trying a knock-knock joke on the mist steed, but was afraid he might offend her. 

“Ts it time to stop for the night yet?’ he asked Master Therapass, who’d 
trotted along beside them all day without any rest. The only chance they’d had to 
stop was for bathroom breaks. Master Therapass insisted they even eat on the 
move. 

The wolf glanced up at him with its dark, gleaming eyes, and Marcus had to 
remind himself it was actually the wizard inside. At least four feet tall at the 
shoulders, and with a mouth full of wickedly sharp teeth, he was an intimidating 
sight. Marcus was glad he was on their side. 

“T thought you wanted to learn magic,” Master Therapass said. “Or are you 
too tired for that?” 

“I do,” Marcus stammered. “I mean I’m not.” Early that morning he’d asked 
Master Therapass how to do magic, hoping the wizard would teach him some 
special words or ingredients for a potion. He thought Master Therapass had 
forgotten his request. Apparently he’d been wrong. 

The wolf stopped and sniffed the air. “I do not scent any trace of the Dark 
Circle. Perhaps we can spare a few minutes.” 

Kyja watched Master Therapass anxiously as Galespinner pawed the ground. 

“When do we start?” Marcus asked. His mind filled with images of wands 
and glittering powders. 


Instead, the wolf picked up a small branch in his jaws and, without a word, 
threw it at Marcus with a twist of his neck. 

Marcus ducked, but not in time to keep the stick from beaning him squarely 
between the eyes. 

“Ouch,” he cried, rubbing his head and trying to ignore the mist steed’s 
whinny that sounded suspiciously like laughter. “What was that for?” 

“Your first magic lesson,” the wolf answered. “Take the branch and throw it 
back at me.” 

What branch? he thought to himself, before realizing the stick which hit him 
in the head was floating a few inches from his left ear. 

“How’d you do that?” he asked, snatching the stick out of the air. 

“Throw it at me,” the wolf said. 

Marcus wound up and let go. Although his left arm could barely move, his 
right arm was strong, and he knew the throw was on target as soon as the stick 
left his hand. But at the last minute, it swerved and missed the wolf’s head by a 
good two feet. 

“Hey,” he gasped. That would have come in handy playing dodge ball. 

“Tt’s all about land and air,” the wizard said. “The branch moves easily 
because solid matter is heavier than air. To shield yourself from an object, you 
must ask the air in front of you to grow heavier than the object. Understand?” 

“No.” Marcus shook his head confused. “I mean, I understand what you’re 
saying, but not how to do it. Maybe if I had a wand or something?” 

The wolf barked. “Wands, staffs, and talismans are merely tools to focus 
your thoughts. Until you develop your magic more fully, they are of no use to 
you. Trust me, once you understand the magic behind it, your wand will find 
you. 

“Now then, imagine the air as bread dough spread so thin you can’t even see 
it. Then imagine kneading the air together until it becomes a solid mass. At the 
same time imagine rolling the wood out so flat it could fly away at the slightest 
breeze.” 

“But how do I make it do what I want?’ Marcus asked. “What words do I 
say?” 

“You don’t make the elements do anything. You ask them. And you don’t use 
words. What kind of words would air or a stick understand? Use your mind. 
Let’s try again.” 

As the wolf picked up another branch, Marcus concentrated on the air in 
front of his face. Thicken, he said inside his head. If anything was happening, he 
couldn’t tell. Master Therapass let the stick fly, but this time Marcus was ready. 
He ducked aside at the last minute, and the piece of wood flew harmlessly past. 


“Hah!” he shouted. But his joy was short-lived as something thumped him 
on the back of the head, and he turned to see the stick floating in the air. 

Marcus wanted to reach out and slap the branch away, but he knew if he did, 
Master Therapass would do something equally annoying, like make it drum him 
across the backs of his fingers. 

Galespinner raised her head and whinnied, but this time it didn’t sound like 
laughter. The wolf lifted his gray muzzle and scented the air. “It’s time to leave.” 

For the next hour or so, the four of them continued at a steady clip. Every so 
often Master Therapass snatched up another stick without breaking stride and 
tossed it at Marcus until Marcus’s head was a mass of scratches and bruises. By 
the time the sun reached the far edge of the horizon, it was almost too dim to 
make out the sticks at all. Kyja watched with surprising silence. 

“One more try,” Master Therapass said. “Then we’ll stop for the night.” 

Marcus grimaced as the wizard snatched up another piece of wood, sure that 
he was about to get hit again. “Remember,” the wolf said around the stick held 
between its teeth. “Don’t tell the air what to do. Ask it.” 

Ask it, Marcus thought. But how was he supposed to ask air anything? When 
he wanted to hide, he imagined himself growing dim. If what Master Therapass 
said was true, he was asking the air to deflect what others saw when they looked 
in his direction. How did he ask it to do that? 

All he did was say a silly little rhyme. Could that be it? Was his rhyme, like a 
wand, just another tool to help him concentrate? What if he came up with a 
rhyme to make a shield? The wolf turned its head to throw and Marcus thought 
quickly. 

Air like bread dough, thicken please 

Stick fly off into the breeze 

It was stupid and couldn’t possibly work. Yet as Marcus watched the stick fly 
toward him, he thought he saw the air warp in front of his eyes. It was like he 
was looking through a pair of glasses with bent lenses. 

At the last second he closed his eyes and . . . nothing. When he opened his 
eyes, the wolf was grinning. 

“Perfect!” Master Therapass called. 

“T did it?” Marcus asked, still trying to convince himself that the branch 
hadn’t hit him. 

“You did it,” the wizard agreed. 

“T did it!” Marcus shouted. He grabbed Kyja by the shoulders and shook her. 
“Did you see me? I did magic!” 

“Congratulations,” Kyja said, sounding less than thrilled. 

All at once Marcus realized how she must be feeling. She’d wanted to do 


magic all her life and couldn’t cast a spell. His success had to make her feel 
terrible. “I’m sorry,” he said at once. “I wasn’t thinking.” 

“No.” She shook her head, forcing a smile. “It’s fine. Really. Pm glad for 
you. I’m just tired.” 

“Sure,” he agreed. Although he really wanted to keep practicing the trick 
now that he’d figured it out, he pretended to yawn. “I’m tired too. Master 
Therapass, you said we could stop after the next try.” 

They’d been climbing a small hill. At the top, the wolf halted, and the mist 
steed stopped beside it. Master Therapass raised his nose, scenting the air in all 
four directions. 

Riph Raph, who’d been flying overhead all day, landed on Kyja’s shoulder. 

“Have you seen any sign of the Dark Circle?” Master Therapass asked, 
transforming back into his wizard self. 

“No,” the skyte said, shaking the water from his wings in a wide spray. “But 
unless they looked like clouds, I wouldn’t have spotted them even if they were 
under my nose.” 

“Very well.” Master Therapass pointed his finger to a spot near a waist-high 
boulder and a small fire appeared. “This will have to do until I’ve scouted the 
area. Marcus, Kyja, go ahead and get dinner started.” 

Marcus gripped Galespinner’s gossamer mane, knowing from experience it 
would take awhile before the feeling completely came back into his legs. 

“Pm starving,” Kyja said as the mist steed set them on the ground. 

“Me too,” Marcus said. “I hope we get something hot.” Lunch had been 
damp bread, cold cheese, and, for Marcus, more of the tree sap. The Weather 
Guardians said the sap would go bad after two or three days, but until then it 
should help him fight off the weakness. 

“We’ll eat quickly and extinguish the fire,” Master Therapass said, looking 
out into the rain. “I’ve haven’t seen or smelled anything, but I’ve had a feeling 
all day that something’s out there.” 

Kyja dug into her bag and took out a small pan. “Put this on the fire. I think I 
still have some sausage left, and potatoes.” 

“Sounds great,” Marcus said. Using a couple of rocks, he managed to prop 
the pan up over the flames. “You know. The thing about making that shield was 
—” He looked up from the fire to see Master Therapass watching the mist steed 
intently. 

“What is it, Galespinner?” the wizard asked. 

The mist steed pawed the ground and shook her head, blowing plumes of 
steam from her nostrils. 

Master Therapass searched the misty valley. He reached into his robe and 


pulled out the ball of red, glittery string Marcus had seen the day before. 

“What’s wrong?” Kyja asked, her hand still on the food bag. 

The wizard played out a length of string and held it tight between his fingers. 
Nothing happened, and the wizard released a low sigh. 

Marcus gasped for air, unaware he’d stopped breathing for a moment. 

“T was afraid they might have approached us from below ground,” the wizard 
said. 

Just as he began to wind the string back around the ball, it let out a loud 
twang. Vibrating in his hands, the entire ball began to glow. In an instant, the ball 
was gone from Master Therapass’s hand and was replaced by his wand. He 
pointed a finger at the fire and it disappeared. 

“Get back on the mist steed!” he shouted. The ground began shaking so hard 
Marcus was thrown onto his back. 

“What’s happening?” Kyja cried, pulling Marcus toward Galespinner. 

Master Therapass set his feet and raised both hands into the air. Blue and 
green fire crackled from the tip of his wand and quickly spread over his entire 
body. A bolt of lightning split the bruised, purple sky, and Marcus saw the 
wizard’s face set in grim determination. 

“They are here!” the wizard shouted, and the night exploded around them. 


Chapter 35 


Back from the Dead 


The battle started before Kyja and Marcus were even on Galespinner’s 


back. Gripping the mist steed’s mane, Kyja heard a deafening thum, thum, thum 
fill the air. Her first thought was thousands of drums, but what she saw when she 
turned her head made her skin go cold. 

All across the field at the base of the hill, insect-like creatures burrowed out 
of the ground. Each creature was the size of a large dog with thick, short-snouted 
heads and bristly legs. Their bodies were covered with shiny, black shells, and 
their long pincers snapped open and closed as they converged on the top of the 
hill. There were at least a hundred of them, and more coming out of the ground 
every second. 

Above them, the night sky filled with dozens of long-winged, bird-like 
creatures. It was their flapping wings that filled the air with the thrumming. 

As the mist steed dropped Kyja and Marcus onto her back, the first of the 
insect creatures reached the top of the hill. Its yellow eyes glowed when it 
spotted Marcus. It raced toward him with a high-pitched squeal. 

Before it could reach him, Master Therapass pointed his wand, and the 
creature exploded, its shell bursting into a million pieces. Two of the flying 
monsters dove out of the sky, their long teeth gleaming like sword blades as their 
jaws snapped. The wizard waved his hand, and a sheet of white flame engulfed 
them. 

“Look out!” Marcus cried, as at least a dozen more insects came at Master 
Therapass from both sides. The wizard raised his hands, and again white flame 
jetted from his fingertips, frying the creatures in their shells. 

By now the entire hillside was swarming with more of the creatures than 
Kyja could count, and the sky was filled with flapping wings and harsh screams. 
There was no way one person could stop them all. “Get back!” she shouted to 
Master Therapass. 

If the wizard heard her, he gave no sign. Instead, still crackling with the 
green and blue fire, he raised his wand to the sky and shouted, “Firmaments 
open!” 

At once, the night was filled with bright, orange light. Thousands of fireballs 
streaked down from the sky, seeking out the Fallen Ones with deadly accuracy. 


As each fireball struck its target, the insects exploded. The winged creatures fell 
from the air, and bits of smoking black shell covered the hillside. 

Looking around, Kyja realized every one of the creatures had been 
destroyed. 

“You did it!” Marcus shouted. “That was awesome. Can you show me how 
to—” 

His words cut off as three Thrathkin S’ Bae appeared at the bottom of the hill, 
their forked staffs burning brightly in the darkness. The first stepped forward, his 
face hidden by the cowl of his cloak. 

“Give us the children, and none of you need die,” the figure roared. His 
voice pierced Kyja’s ears like the talon of a wild animal, and she clapped her 
hands to the sides of her head. 

“There is nothing here for you,” Master Therapass answered. His words were 
soft but filled with power. 

The other two Thrathkin S’Bae stepped up beside the first, and the three of 
them raised their staffs. “Ruet tei din,” the three incanted simultaneously. A 
huge ball of bright green fire raced up the hill, leaving a trail of smoking grass in 
its wake. 

Kyja squinted against the glare, but long before the ball reached the top of 
the hill, Master Therapass raised his hand, and the fire snuffed out of sight. 

Again the three raised their staffs. “Nhet an ter.” 

The earth shook, ripping chunks of soil and rock from the side of the hill. 
Galespinner swung her head and pawed the ground nervously, snorting plumes 
of steam from her nostrils, but Master Therapass remained steady. He held out 
his hand palm down. 

“Return to the grave!” he shouted. A rush of wind battered the Thrathkin 
S’Bae. The one on the right suddenly crumpled to the ground, his empty cloak 
blowing across the field. 

“Turn back,” the wizard said. Again he raised his hand, and a wave of dirt 
rose up in front of the two remaining cloaked figures, pausing for just a moment 
like a great, closed fist before crashing down on them. 

The two remaining Thrathkin S’Bae disappeared beneath the pile of rocks 
and dust. 

Kyja couldn’t believe it. She knew Master Therapass was powerful, but 
she’d never seen anything like this before. 

“Yes!” Marcus pumped his fist in the air. “That was so cool. Did you see the 
way—” 

“Hush,” Master Therapass warned without turning his head. 

“What’s wrong?” Kyja asked. 


Marcus tried to dismount from the mist steed, but the wizard held a hand 
toward him. “Stay where you are. There’s still something out there.” 

Kyja’s mouth went dry. What else could there be? The Thrathkin S’Bae were 
gone, along with their foul creatures. The night was silent, yet Master Therapass 
continued to stare into the darkness, and Galespinner still seemed anxious, 
pawing the ground and raising her nose to the damp air. 

“What is it?” Kyja whispered. 

“T don’t know.” Still holding his wand out before him, Master Therapass 
knelt and placed his empty hand flat on the ground. 

The air—which had been still only a moment before—began to dance and 
swirl in strange, cold drafts, kicking up bits of dirt and grass. Distant thunder 
boomed, although Kyja couldn’t see any flashes of lightning. The clouds turned 
an angry, greenish color, extending nearly to the ground. 

As the wizard rose to his feet, the wind increased, creating dozens of 
miniature cyclones—spinning funnels of dust and rock. 

“Look out!” Marcus shouted, and Kyja turned to see something emerge from 
one of the funnels. 

It was one of the insect things Master Therapass had destroyed. But at the 
same time, it wasn’t. Its body seemed strangely twisted. The smooth, black shell 
was pitted and broken, as though it had been poorly glued together by a small 
child. One of its eyes blazed while the other remained dark and empty. It was 
dead—he’d seen Master Therapass destroy it—and yet it lumbered toward them 
with slow, lurching steps. 

Something squirmed and jerked near the spot where Marcus had set down 
the frying pan what seemed like ages ago. Kyja pressed her hands to her mouth 
to keep from screaming as a single burned wing slithered across the ground to 
join a dark lump of feathers. As the wing reached it, the lump moved, and a 
skeletal bird rose awkwardly into the air—one of its wings burned black, the 
other ripped in several places. 

“What’s happening?” Marcus shouted. 

“You must leave,” the wizard gasped to Kyja, his face pale. 

At the base of the hill where the three Thrathkin S’ Bae had fallen, the ground 
began to rise and fall. A bony hand flung itself from the dirt, and Kyja watched 
with horror as an arm rose stiffly from the ground, clawing at rocks and rubble 
until a deformed head appeared—clods of dirt in its hair and a patina of dust 
covering its face. 

In fits and jerks, the figure pulled itself up out of its grave, its shredded, 
black cloak flapping in the wind. All across the hillside things were rising from 
the ground. And not just the beetles and birds. Dark shapes took form 


everywhere, rotted creatures crawling to life from the dust, bits of bone and tufts 
of fur clinging to their long-dead bodies. 

A horrible screaming filled the air, tearing at Kyja’s eardrums. Overhead the 
clouds began to spin like an upside-down whirlpool. Multiple bolts of lightning 
crashed to the ground, starting several patches of grass on fire. A huge, dark 
shape swooped out of the clouds and landed on the ground just behind the 
Thrathkin S’Bae, towering over them. At its appearance, the cloaked figures 
dropped to their knees. 

Moonlight glimmered against its blood-red scales. Bony, red wings flapped 
from its serpent-like body. Talons the size of the mist steed ripped up the ground. 
It opened its mouth, revealing double rows of glittering teeth, and gave another 
mind-numbing scream. It was the creature from Kyja’s amulet—from Marcus’s 
brand. 

“Tt’s a Summoner,” Master Therapass shouted. “Run!” 

For a moment Kyja sat frozen, staring at the Summoner as it swayed gently 
back and forth. The creature raised its claw, and the sky above Master Therapass 
opened. A funnel of twisting fire shot down from the sky, knocking the wizard to 
the ground. 

When Master Therapass looked up at her, Kyja saw a trickle of blood 
dripping from his cheek. She tried to leap from the mist steed’s back, but the 
wizard held out his hand. 

“Leave,” he gasped, “while you still have time.” 

“No.” Kyja tried to climb off Galespinner’s back, but the mist steed reared 
up on its back legs. 

“We can help you,” Marcus cried. 

The wizard shook his head and waved both hands toward them. 
“Galespinner, go now!” 

Instantly the mist steed turned and raced down the hill. 

“We have to do something,” Marcus shouted in Kyja’s ear. 

But what could they do? The Fallen Ones were everywhere now. Not a few 
dozen like there had been back at the Westland Woods, but hundreds, filling the 
night air with their grunts and cries. 

“He can protect himself,” she said, hoping it was true. 

“Over here,” Riph Raph called from overhead. The skyte shot out a ball of 
flame to show them which way to go, and Galespinner changed direction. 

A two-headed snake with rotting green scales rose up from the grass, and the 
mist steed leapt over it, just clearing its dirt-crusted fangs. 

“Look out,” Riph Raph shouted down at them, and Kyja watched a 
humpbacked figure with a skull-like face launch a deadly sharp spear. His throw 


was on target, but just before the spear hit them, Kyja heard Marcus mutter 
something that sounded like breeze, and the spear sailed off to the left. 

Creatures appeared all around, and the mist steed was forced to constantly 
cut left and right to avoid them. Kyja had no idea where they were, or how far 
they’d gone. She looked back toward the hill but couldn’t see Master Therapass 
anywhere. 

“Thrathkin S’Bae!” Marcus shouted. 

Kyja turned to see one of the dark-cloaked figures raise his staff. A second 
later a ball of green fire crackled through the air. Kyja leaned forward, putting 
herself between Marcus and the Thrathkin S’Bae. Amazingly the fire bounced 
off her, directly back at the dark wizard, and Kyja caught a glimpse of surprise 
on his shadowed face before he was knocked off his feet. 

“Nice one,” Marcus said. 

Riph Raph flew just above Kyja’s shoulder. “I think we’re safe now, we—” 

Suddenly, Galespinner stumbled, and Kyja and Marcus were nearly thrown 
off her back. Before the mist steed could regain her footing, there was a loud 
twang, and something dropped over them. 

“A trap!” Marcus shouted as a net descended. 

The mist steed reared into the air, pawing at the net, but the ropes pulled 
tight, jerking them all to the ground. Kyja had the wind knocked out of her. 
Gasping for breath, she turned her head to 
see Riph Raph clawing at the ropes from inside. Past him, one Thrathkin S’Bae 
approached the net cautiously, its staff held up before it. 

“Return to the grave,” Marcus screamed holding out his hand. 

Kyja knew he was trying to duplicate the spell he’d seen Master Therapass 
cast, but he lacked either the strength or the knowledge, or both. The Thrathkin 
S’Bae had paused at his words, but now it surged forward, confident of success. 

Kyja knew what she had to do. She might not be able to save herself, but she 
wouldn’t let them get Marcus. Closing her eyes, she gripped her amulet and 
focused on her memory of Marcus floating in the mist. The image came 
instantly. 

“Kyja, no!” she heard Marcus shout distantly. 

Just as it had before, the golden rope appeared before her eyes, and along 
with it the voice. Bring him to you. Use your magic. Your powerful magic. 

But this time Kyja was ready. No! she cried out inside her head. Steeling 
herself against the pull of whatever waited in the mist for Marcus, Kyja forced 
herself to shake off its power. The rope winked out of sight, and Kyja thought 
she felt a sense of surprise and anger. Before the presence could try any other 
tricks, she reached out to the floating Marcus. Using all her strength, she pushed 


him as hard as she could. 

It worked. One second he was drifting in front of her, and the next second, he 
was gone. She opened her eyes, and Marcus was no longer in the net. 

“Good-bye,” she whispered. “Be safe on Ert.” 

She braced herself as the Thrathkin S’Bae closed in. One of them leaned 
over her, and something strange happened. She felt a tug on her middle as if 
someone had grabbed her robe. She looked down, but nothing was there. Sudden 
terror flared inside her head. The thing in the mist. Had it managed to capture 
her after all? 

“Ghet tei nak,” one of the figures grunted. “Where is the boy?” 

“Gone,” Kyja said. 

The tug came again. Kyja tried to shake it off. 

The Thrathkin S’Bae reached toward Kyja, but before its black-gloved hand 
could touch her, she felt herself jerked so hard it seemed as if she would turn 
inside out. 

All at once everything disappeared, and she was falling. 


Chapter 36 


Home 


Kyja came to with a start. She raised her arm, trying to shield herself from 


the Thrathkin S’Bae. But something was wrong. The tall grass she’d been lying 
in was gone, replaced by fine sand that burned her skin. And it was daytime. The 
sun beat down with a fierce heat she didn’t recognize. She rolled over and felt a 
stab in the side of the leg. 

“Ouch,” she cried. She reached for her leg, and needle-sharp teeth bit her 
hand. 

“Oh!” She pulled her hand back to find three sharp spines sticking out of her 
finger. 

“Careful. That’s a prickly pear cactus. There’re lots of them around here.” 

“Marcus?” She shielded her eyes from the sun, sure she must be 
hallucinating. “How did you get here?” 

Marcus scratched the back of his head. “I’m pretty sure you sent me. Let me 
get those cactus spines.” 

As Marcus scooted across the sand to her, Kyja saw the way his right leg 
twisted beneath him. “Your leg?” 

He shrugged. “Guess Ill need to get used to crawling everywhere again. 
Unless someone’s conveniently left an unused wheelchair nearby.” He tried to 
play it off as nothing, but Kyja could see the way his disability embarrassed him, 
and she quickly changed the subject. 

“Where are we?” she asked as Marcus pulled the quills from her hand and 
leg. She’d never seen anything like the landscape that surrounded them. 
Unending waves of the same dun-colored sand without a tree in sight, and in the 
distance, high, red cliffs. 

Marcus tossed the needles aside and pointed to a small, dusty-green plant 
with purple flowers. “Careful, that’s another prickly pear.” He scanned the area. 
“T don’t think we’re in Arizona. Maybe Nevada. Or possibly Utah.” 

“Arizona? Utah?” Understanding dawned on her, and Kyja’s heart leapt in 
her throat. “Are we on...” 

“Earth?” Marcus chuckled. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure.” 

Standing up unsteadily, she looked around. Heat baked up from the sand 
through the soles of her slippers. This was her world—her home. “It’s . . . ugly.” 


Marcus laughed out loud. “Well it’s not all this bad,” he said with a smile. “I 
think you set us down in the middle of a desert.” 

“What’s a desert?” Kyja asked. 

“This is a desert,” he said, sitting on the hot ground. He kicked at the sand 
and something almost the same color as the ground moved. 

“What’s that?” Kyja squawked, dancing backward. 

Marcus studied the long-tailed creature crawling sluggishly across the sand. 
“Looks like some kind of lizard.” 

“Who’s calling me a lizard?” the lizard growled, cocking its head. One eye 
turned right and the other looked left. 

“Riph Raph?” Kyja gasped. 

“Why does your voice sound so strange?” The lizard asked. It waggled its 
front legs and jumped a few inches into the air before falling back to the sand. 
“Where are we? And what’s wrong with my wings?” 

Kyja gawked down at the lizard, unable to believe it was actually Riph Raph. 
“You don’t have any wings.” 

“What!” The lizard twisted its head around to look back at its body, and its 
already bulgy eyes bulged even more. “What happened to me?” 

Kyja pressed her hands to her mouth, trying to keep from giggling. “You’re a 
... lizard.” 

“Pm a what?” The lizard danced angrily around on the sand, shaking its 
front legs. It opened its mouth, and a long pink tongue unfurled. 

“Awk,” he cried, sticking out his tongue. “What’s this in my mouth and why 
can’t I breathe fire?” 

Unable to stop herself, Kyja giggled helplessly, and Marcus soon joined in. 

“T told you,” Marcus said. “There are no such things as skytes on Earth. I 
guess a lizard is the closest thing we have. I think you’re a chameleon. They 
don’t have any middle ears, so they can only hear vibrations through the ground 
and things. That’s probably why we sound funny to you.” 

“T don’t want to be a lizard,” Riph Raph cried. “I won’t be a lizard! Change 
me back now.” 

“Actually, chameleons are pretty cool,’ Marcus said. “They can change 
colors, and I think if their tails fall off, they grow new ones. A family I used to 
live with had one as a pet.” 

“T...am...not...a... pet!” Riph Raph screamed. Puffing up his cheeks 
in anger, he accidentally uncurled his tongue onto the ground, covering the 
sticky pink tip with sand. “Ack. Ack.” He coughed and spat, trying to wipe off 
the grains of sand. 

“Tt could be worse,” Kyja said. “You could still be trapped in the Thrathkin 


S’Bae’s net.” All at once, understanding dawned on her, and she turned to 
Marcus, her face blanching. She could still have been trapped with the Thrathkin 
S’Bae too—should have been trapped. 

“You brought me here, didn’t you?” 

Marcus shrugged, averting his gaze. “I guess. I’m not really sure.” 

“But how did you?” 

Finally he looked up at her, his expression both firm and embarrassed. “I told 
you not to send me, but you did anyway. For just a minute I found myself in the 
between place. I knew you were trying to send me back to Earth. I didn’t want to 
leave you and Riph Raph alone with the Fallen Ones. I tried to hold on to you. 
When you pushed, I must have pulled you with me. Riph Raph, too.” 

“You held on?” Kyja stared at him, feelings at war with each other inside 
her. He’d saved her life, and Riph Raph’s. But he’d taken a huge chance. “What 
if instead of pulling us with you, you’d stayed on Farworld? You risked your 
life.” 

Marcus stared back. “So did you.” 

Kyja swallowed. “That’s . . . different.” 

“Tt isn’t. But that doesn’t matter, because we’re here, whether we like it or 
not. The question is, what are we going to do about it?” 

Kyja studied the forbidding landscape. She’d never seen anything like it in 
her world. Not even in pictures. It was terribly hot, and neither of them had any 
water. Their food bag apparently hadn’t come across with them. “I could try to 
send you back,” she said hesitantly. 

“No.” Marcus shook his head at once. “The Thrathkin S’Bae are still there. 
Probably the Summoner, too.” They were both silent at the thought of the great, 
winged creature that had brought fire crashing down from the sky. 

“What about Master Therapass?” Kyja said. “What if he’s hurt or captured?” 

Marcus sighed. “Like you said, he can protect himself without having to 
worry about us. That’s probably why he stayed up on the hill—to keep the Dark 
Circle focused on him so we’d have a chance of escaping.” 

Kyja knelt on the hot sand and ran her finger along Riph Raph’s new, pebbly 
skin. “Did you see Master Therapass?” she asked the brown lizard. “While you 
were flying?” 

Riph Raph shook his ridged head. “I wouldn’t worry. He was probably just 
waiting for the three of us to get safely away before he fried that overgrown 
snake with a fireball.” 

“T hope so,” Kyja said. She looked from Marcus to the miles of empty desert. 
“This is your world. What do you think we should do?” 

Marcus wiped the sweat from his forehead and shifted his weight from one 


side of his body to the other. “We’ve got to get out of the sun soon, or we’ll die 
of heat or thirst or both.” 

The two of them searched the barren landscape. Other than the cliffs, which 
were much too far to reach on foot, there was no sign of shade anywhere. 

Cupping her palm above her eyes, Kyja pointed toward a dark smudge far to 
the west. “Does that look like something to you?” 

“Where?” Marcus asked, looking in the direction she pointed. 

“Over there. Way off to the left of the little hill in the distance. If you squint 
your eyes, it almost looks like a building.” 

Marcus studied the horizon. “I guess it could be,” he said with a dubious 
frown. “But even if it is, it’s a lot farther than it looks. The desert plays tricks on 
your eyes. The sun would cook us before we got halfway there.” 

“What other choice do we have?” Kyja asked, fanning her face with her 
hands. Her robe, which had been so comfortable on Farworld, felt like a hot 
blanket, cooking her inside. “Come on.” She picked up Marcus’s staff and 
started to leave, but Marcus caught the edge of her cloak. 

“Wait.” Marcus glanced up at the bright desert sky, absently running his 
fingers through his hair. “I wonder . . .” 

“What?” Kyja asked, flapping the front of her robe. Whatever they were 
going to do, it had to be soon. 

Marcus stared hard at the ground. 

“The sun’s gone to his head,” Riph Raph said. “It’s baked his brain.” Of the 
three of them, the now-lizard seemed the least bothered by the heat. 

Ignoring Riph Raph, Marcus picked up a bone-dry sagebrush branch and 
began tossing it in the air with a faraway look. 

“T think it might work,” he said. He let the stick drop to the ground, pinched 
his eyes shut with an expression of deep concentration, and began mumbling 
something Kyja couldn’t understand. Immediately the air just above their heads 
began to waver. 

“What—” Riph Raph started to speak. But Kyja shushed him, pressing her 
finger to her lips. Something strange was happening. A silver-tinted circle was 
slowly growing a few feet above and behind Marcus. Looking through it was 
like looking at the desert through a lens of flowing water. The sand behind him 
shifted and danced beneath the circle’s quivering surface. 

As Marcus continued to mumble something that sounded like thicken, the 
circle grew until it was nearly six feet across, almost like a giant— 

With a gasp, Kyja realized the sun no longer burned against her skin quite so 
intently. Looking down, she could see a clear shadow on the desert floor that 
continued to grow darker as the circle above them grew more and more solid. It 


was an umbrella—an umbrella made entirely of air. 

When the circle had grown so dark that gazing up through it was like looking 
at the night sky, Marcus finally opened his eyes. Beads of sweat rolled off his 
forehead and cheeks, but he was smiling widely. 

“T thought you said there was no magic on Ert,” Kyja said, marveling at how 
much cooler it felt in the shade of Marcus’s circle. 

“T guess I was wrong.” As Marcus wiped a hand across his face, Kyja 
noticed the way his fingers trembled. It was clear the magic he’d used to make 
the umbrella had taken more out of him than the shield Master Therapass had 
taught him on Farworld. 


Chapter 37 


Spies Everywhere 


O you want to stop and rest?” Kyja asked. 

“Just for... a... minute.” Marcus tried not to show how exhausted his 
muscles were, but he couldn’t help the way his watery arm and leg collapsed him 
to the sand as soon as he stopped moving, or the way every breath seemed harder 
to draw than the last. 

Heat was no longer a problem. As the sun began to disappear on the western 
horizon, the blisteringly hot air was getting a chilly edge to it. But they were still 
far from the building—if that’s even what it was—and he wasn’t sure how much 
farther he could go on. He’d been okay at first, but now he couldn’t seem to go 
more than a few hundred feet without stopping. Even his good arm and leg were 
nearly played out. 

“Maybe I could carry you or something?” Kyja suggested. 

“No!” he said, his eyes blazing. “I just need a minute, okay?” 

“Fine.” Kyja leaned against the side of a wind-smoothed rock and emptied 
sand out of her slippers for the fourth time that afternoon. “Are you sure we’re 
going the right way?” 

“No. But I’m sure I don’t want to go back the way we came.” Marcus stared 
longingly at the object that had grown from a smudge to a blob, hoping it didn’t 
turn out to be nothing but a bunch of rocks. He flexed his arms and stretched out 
his leg, wincing at the pain. He had to go on somehow. 

Maintaining the air umbrella had kept the sun from burning their skin, but it 
had also drained him much more than he’d expected. He didn’t know if doing 
magic on Earth was harder than on Farworld or if it was the type of spell he had 
performed. Either way, his head ached almost as badly as his body from the 
effort, and he’d been hugely relived to release the umbrella once the sun had 
dropped low enough in the sky. 

Kyja pointed toward a shimmer in the distance. “Is that one water?” 

“No. Just another mirage.” 

The first time Kyja had seen what appeared to be a pool of water in the 
distance, Marcus had been unable to convince her it was an optical illusion. It 
was only after she chased the heat mirage for almost twenty minutes that she 
finally admitted he was telling her the truth. 

“T’m s-o-o-0 thirsty,” she said, putting her slipper back on. “Pd give anything 


for a cup of water.” 

“Don’t talk about it. It just makes it worse.” Marcus pulled off his gloves and 
studied his right palm. His fingers throbbed and the pad of flesh just below his 
thumb was red and swollen where he’d accidentally brought his hand down on a 
prickly pear. He hoped it wasn’t infected. 

The only one who seemed to be doing all right was Riph Raph. Once he’d 
adjusted to the fact that he was a lizard, he’d been trying out his new abilities. 
Changing colors, looking in two different directions at once, catching things with 
his tongue. 

As Marcus and Kyja rested, he was perched silently above a small hole in the 
sand, with his head cocked. 

“What are you doing?” Kyja asked. 

“Quiet,” said Riph Raph. “There’s something in there. I can hear it scurrying 
around.” 

At that moment, a small, black spider popped its head out of the hole. In an 
instant, the chameleon flicked its tongue, and the spider disappeared into its 
mouth. 

“Delicious,” Riph Raph said, munching the spider between his teeth. He 
smacked his lips. “Spider guts, yum.” 

Kyja wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Maybe I’m not quite so thirsty.” 

Riph Raph grinned a strange little lizard grin and searched for another spider. 
“You’re just jealous.” 

“How are you feeling?” Marcus asked Kyja. “I mean other than hungry and 
thirsty.” 

“Hot. I hope I never see another desert again as long as I live.” 

“Me too.” Marcus grimaced. “But that’s not what I meant. I was just thinking 
that if I wasn’t completely in Farworld, maybe you aren’t completely on Earth. I 
feel better now—whole. But if...” 

Kyja stopped and looked at him. “You think part of me is stuck between 
worlds?” 

“Tt makes sense. Do you feel tired or weak?” 

“Of course I do. But that doesn’t have anything to do with being caught 
between worlds. It’s just this stupid heat.” 

“I don’t think you’ll be able to stay here on Earth any longer than I could 
stay on Farworld,” Marcus said. “We’ll have to get you back once it’s safe.” 

“Only if you come with—” 

Kyja’s words were interrupted by a strange chk-chk-chk sound—like a 
handful of beads being shaken. 

“What’s that?” she asked, looking toward the sound. 


“Get back,” Marcus shouted. 

Kyja turned to him with a puzzled expression. 

“It’s a rattler,’ Marcus cried, and suddenly he had the strength to move again. 

“What’s a rattler?” She stared out into the dusk. 

“A rattlesnake,” he said, still trying to yank her away. “It’s poisonous.” 

“A snake!” At once Kyja’s expression changed from confusion to fear, and 
she nearly tumbled over Marcus as she scrambled away from the coiled serpent. 
Riph Raph arched his back and bared his teeth. 

“Let it be,” Marcus said “It’s scared of us. That’s why it’s rattling. If we 
leave it alone, it’ll leave us alone.” 

But as they backed carefully away from the snake, it uncoiled and began 
slithering toward them. 

“What’s it doing?” Kyja asked in a trembling voice. 

“T don’t know.” 

Marcus slid backward on the seat of his pants across the still-warm sand, not 
daring to take his eyes off the snake. Its diamond-shaped head swayed back and 
forth—its glittering, black eyes watching him as its tongue flicked in and out. 
Stopping a few feet away, it opened its pink mouth, revealing a pair of curved 
fangs, and hissed, “Marcus-s-s-s.” 

Marcus’s mouth dropped open. “Did you hear that?” he asked Kyja. 

Dipping to the ground, Kyja scooped up a handful of rocks. The first one she 
fired missed off to the left, but the second missile hit its target, striking one of 
the snake’s fat coils. As she cocked back to throw another rock, the snake glared 
darkly at her with its shiny black eyes before slithering off into the desert. 

Somewhere in the distance, a coyote howled. Its mournful cry had a 
distinctly human quality to it, and Marcus remembered Master Therapass saying 
the Dark Circle had spies everywhere. Did that include Earth? 

“Come on,” he said. “I think we’d better get far away from here as fast as we 
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Chapter 38 


The House 


Can't... go... on.” Marcus dropped his head to the sand. He couldn’t 


move. His arms and legs were knotted and screaming out in pain. The ground 
seemed to spin beneath him, and it was all he could do to keep from passing out. 

“Just rest for a minute,” Kyja said, kneeling beside him. “We have to be 
getting close.” 

After hours of scooting across the desert, Marcus’s muscles had gone from 
aching to so numb he could barely feel them anymore. He tried to sit up and 
couldn’t even do that. He turned his head and squinted, but the white sliver of 
moon barely gave any light, and beneath the twinkling stars, the wide, empty 
desert all looked the same. 

“Think we’re . . . lost,” he said, finally admitting he had no idea where they 
were. 

Riph Raph, who had been riding on Kyja’s shoulder for the last hour, was 
much more forthcoming with his opinion. “Of course we’re lost. Totally lost in 
the ugliest place I’ve ever seen. And it’s all his fault.” 

“Tt is not,” Kyja said. “Marcus is doing the best he can.” 

“T’d rather have taken my chances with the snake,” Riph Raph said. “At least 
it seemed to know where it was going.” 

Marcus stared into the wide, empty desert, licking his parched lips with a 
tongue that felt swollen to twice its normal size. Riph Raph was right. They were 
going to die out here, and it would be his fault. For a moment he thought he saw 
something out of the corner of his eye. He turned his head, but there was only 
more black night and empty sand. 

“Look,” Kyja said, pointing. “What’s that?” 

“Where?” Marcus tried to follow the direction she was looking, but he could 
barely turn his head. 

“Over there. Just on the other side of those rocks.” 

He looked to the right, and what he saw made his heart leap. It was the 
building. So close they’d almost gone right past it. 

“Come on,” Kyja said. Putting her arm under his, she pulled him to his feet 
and half-supported, half-dragged him toward the building. 

But as they drew closer, they slowed to a halt. Even in the dim light of the 


moon, Marcus could see the small house or shack was long-since abandoned. 
The wooden boards of its walls were broken and scattered about. The windows 
were empty of glass; a few swatches of broken screen flapped from their black 
openings. He could just make out a slight depression where a road might once 
have been. If it had been a road, the sand of the desert had reclaimed it many 
years before. 

Kyja looked from Marcus to the house. 

“Ts that what you’ve been leading us to all this time?” Riph Raph asked, 
rolling his eyes. 

Marcus was too tired to even try to come up with a smart reply. Instead he 
loosened his arm from around Kyja’s neck and collapsed to the ground. 

“Even if this one is empty, there must be other houses nearby,” said Kyja, 
kneeling at his side. “If we go just a little farther, we’re bound to find a road.” 

“No use,” Marcus said without looking up. “I can’t go any farther. I can’t.” 
He knew he would eventually die if he stayed out in the desert, but he didn’t 
have the strength to move. 

A few minutes later, he heard Kyja walking away. She whispered something 
to Riph Raph that he couldn’t make out. Good. Let her go on without him. On 
their own they might stand a chance. With him slowing them down, they never 
would. 

He wasn’t sure how long he lay out on the sand, but he must have dozed off, 
because some time later he felt Kyja shaking his shoulder. He tried to sit up, but 
his muscles were too stiff and locked with pain to move. “I can’t,” he said, 
dropping back to the ground. 

But Kyja wouldn’t give up. She was tugging at his arm and leg, rolling him 
over. “Go without me,” Marcus rasped. He tried to pull away, but was too 
exhausted to manage even that. 

“Maybe you should listen to him,” Riph Raph said. “He hasn’t been much 
help so far.” 

“And you have?” Kyja asked sharply. She continued to pull at Marcus, and 
he felt himself roll onto something soft but a little scratchy. 

Opening his eyes, he found himself lying on an old wool blanket. The 
blanket was ragged and filled with holes. It smelled musty. “What are you 
doing?” he asked, trying to sit up. 

Instead of answering, Kyja walked around to the front of the blanket and 
picked up a pair of splintery boards. As she lifted the boards, the blanket rose up 
too, settling Marcus into a kind of blanket-and-board hammock. 

“See?” she said, taking a couple of steps forward. “I can pull you this way.” 

When Marcus realized what she intended, he tried to push himself off the 


blanket with his exhausted arms and legs. 

“Stop that,’ Kyja said, dropping the boards. Marcus had managed to get 
himself halfway off the blanket, but Kyja lifted his legs and pushed him back on. 

“T won’t let you carry me,” he said, scowling. “It’s not right.” 

“Why?” she said, planting her hands on her hips. “Because I’m a girl?” 

Before Marcus could sputter out an answer, she was standing over him with a 
scowl of her own. “You think you’re better than me, because you’re a boy? That 
you always have to be the hero? That’s you’re stronger? Well, it doesn’t work 
that way. You probably saved my life back by the woods with your magic, and 
we could have died out here if it wasn’t for your umbrella. I may not have 
magic. But now it’s my turn to save you. We’re getting out of this desert, and 
we’re going to do it together. Then you’re going to show me these machines 
you’ve been telling me about.” 

Marcus stared up at her, his jaw clenched and his muscles quivering with 
rage. He shook his head, biting his lower lip. “It’s not because you’rea...a girl. 
It’s because I’m... a cripple. It’s bad enough I can’t help you. But I can’t even 
help myself. Don’t you see?” He glared at his useless arm and leg. “I’m broken. 
I’m no good.” 

Kyja knelt beside him, her eyes soft and silvery in the moonlight. “I’m 
broken, too. When you were in the jaws of the mimicker, I wanted more than 
anything to cast a spell that would free you. But I couldn’t. And I couldn’t do 
anything to protect us from the sun. Because when it comes to magic, I’m 
crippled as well. By ourselves maybe we aren’t much. But together . . .” She let 
her words fade into the cool desert night air. 

Marcus thought over what she’d said. As much as it hurt his pride to admit it, 
he did need her help. But maybe she was right. With his useless arm and leg, 
he’d always thought of himself as a burden to others. It wasn’t until this very 
minute that he realized Kyja might need his help as much as he needed hers. 

“Okay,” he finally agreed, barely able to raise his arm. “It’s a deal. We’re in 
this together. You help me, and I help you.” 

She shook his hand. “Deal.” 

A little over an hour later—after too many rest stops to count, and one spill 
where Kyja accidentally rolled Marcus onto an angry Riph Raph—Kyja spotted 
something else. This time it wasn’t an abandoned building, though. Kyja didn’t 
know what the double red lights and row of smaller orange lights were, but to 
Marcus they were unmistakable. And now that he was listening for it, he could 
just make out the soft rumble of an idling diesel engine. 

It was a truck—an eighteen-wheeler, parked on the side of the road while its 
driver caught a little sleep. The trailer was loaded with large rectangles that he 


thought might be bales of hay. 

“What is it?” Kyja asked with a worried look on her face. “Is it another kind 
of creature?” 

Marcus grinned. “Come on. I think we just found our way out of here.” 


Chapter 39 


On the Road 


Kyja woke to an ear-splitting wail that shook her entire body. Forgetting 


where she was and how she’d gotten there, she abruptly sat up and was nearly 
blown off her knees by a blast of cold wind. 

“Careful,” Marcus shouted, pulling her back into the nest they’d made by 
digging into several of the hay bales. “Keep your head down or someone will see 
you.” 

Rubbing her eyes, she remembered helping Marcus climb onto the back of 
what he’d called a semi—one of Ert’s machines. When she’d gone to sleep, it 
had been night and the semi had been standing still. But now it was morning, 
and the semi was jittering and shaking in an alarming fashion. Lifting her head 
just above the top of the bale of sweet-smelling dry grass, she snuck a peek over 
the edge of the truck and gasped with shock. 

The semi was not just moving; it was hurtling faster than she’d ever seen 
anything travel—faster even than the mist steed—along a great black road wide 
enough for three or four dozen people to walk side-by-side. And racing all 
around it were more machines of all different colors. Some were as big as the 
semi, and some were smaller, but all of them had people trapped inside— 
clinging to the machines for their very lives. 

“What kind of magic is this?” she asked Marcus, her voice filled with terror. 
“We’d have been better off with the Thrathkin S’ Bae.” 

Marcus rubbed at his arm and leg and groaned in pain. “I told you, it’s not 
magic. It’s just a truck. We’ve gone farther in one night than we could have in 
three days riding Galespinner.” 

Again, the earsplitting wail filled the air, and Kyja ducked, pressing her 
hands to the sides of her head. 

Gently, Marcus took her hands from her ears and said, “Don’t be afraid. 
That’s just an air horn. Drivers use them to warn other drivers. Or sometimes just 
to be rude.” 

Kyja slowly lowered her hands, her heart thudding. “Drivers? Wizards drive 
these machines the way people drive . . . carts?” It seemed impossible that 
anyone, no matter how powerful their magic, could possibly control a beast this 
big and powerful. But Marcus nodded his head. 


“That’s right. Just like a cart. But you don’t have to be a wizard. Anyone can 
drive a truck or a car after a few lessons.” 

Anyone? All at once an idea filled Kyja’s head that was so big—so amazing 
—she could scarcely give it place in her mind. “This machine. It does not require 
magic?” 

“No magic,” Marcus said. 

“Then I could control it? I could drive this machine?” 

“Sure,” Marcus said with a laugh. “As long as you could see over the 
steering wheel, that is.” 

“T will drive it then. As soon as we stop,” Kyja said, dreaming of taking the 
reins of such a wonderful and powerful machine. 

“Not so fast,” Marcus said, shaking his head with a smile. “You can’t just 
jump out and drive it.” 

Kyja gave him a confused glare. “But you just said I could.” 

“Driving a truck takes practice. And even if you did know how, it doesn’t 
belong to you. We’re not even supposed to be back here. If someone saw us, 
they’d probably call the police.” 

Riph Raph briefly blinked one eye open, before curling up and going back to 
sleep. Kyja had no idea what a police was and didn’t care; she knew what she 
wanted. “How do I get a semi of my own?” 

Marcus put his head in his hands. “You don’t get a semi. You’d have to buy 
it, and even the smallest car costs more money than I have. Besides, we’re not 
old enough to get a license. Let’s just forget about driving right now and focus 
on what we’re going to do next. Okay?” 

“Fine,” Kyja snapped. She folded her arms across her chest, refusing to meet 
Marcus’s eyes. What was the point of having machines that didn’t require magic 
if you couldn’t use any of them? Lifting her head above the hay bales again, she 
saw the barren desert was long gone, replaced by boxy-looking buildings and 
more houses than she’d ever seen. 

The temperature had changed too. Even though the position of the sun 
indicated it was late morning, the air had a cold bite to it. Walking across the 
desert, they had tied their cloaks around their waists. Now they untied them and 
put them back on. 

“Let me help you with that,” Marcus said. He leaned stiffly across Kyja and 
pulled her cloak over her head. 

“Thanks,” Kyja said. It wasn’t Marcus’s fault they were stuck in this 
predicament. She was just worried about Master Therapass. She hoped he had 
managed to escape. At least Galespinner would be all right. She was immune to 
the dark magic. “Do you have a plan?” 


“Not a plan exactly,” Marcus said, pulling a piece of straw from his hair. 
“More like an idea.” 

He shifted around in the hay, trying to stay out of the cold air blowing just 
above their heads. “When you sent me back to Earth, did you choose where I 
would go? I mean, did you specifically pick the spot where we landed?” 

“No.” Kyja couldn’t help smiling at the idea of choosing to send Marcus to 
the middle of a desert and then being pulled along behind him. But the truth was, 
she barely understood how she’d sent him at all. She had no more idea how to 
send him to a specific spot than she did how to make a mist steed appear. 

“That’s what I thought.” Marcus leaned forward, his eyes glowing. “What if 
we landed at that spot because that’s where we were on Farworld?” 

“What are you talking about?” she said. “We weren’t in the middle of a 
desert when I pushed you.” 

Marcus pointed to a spot on the nearest bale of hay. “Let’s say this is the 
Boys School in Cove Valley, Arizona. That’s where I was when you brought me 
to Farworld.” 

Next he pointed to a spot farther up on the bale. “Now let’s say this is 
somewhere north of Mesquite, Nevada. As far as I can tell, that’s close to where 
we landed here on Earth. It’s about four hundred miles north of Cove Valley. I 
think that’s about five or six days by horse.” 

“How can you be sure?” Kyja asked. 

Marcus ran his fingers through his hair with a self-conscious smile. “I like 
maps. I used to study them whenever I got a chance, imagining where I would 
go one day when I was on my own. It seemed crazy at the time—a kid like me 
ever going anywhere. But now look at us.” He waved his hands in the air. 

“What I was thinking, though,” he continued, “was what if the reason we 
came back farther north on Earth is because we traveled north on Farworld? 
What if our movements there somehow carried over to here?” 

Before Kyja could answer, the semi began to slow down with a gravelly, 
rumbling sound. Kyja lifted her head above the hay bales. 

“Oh,” she said, her mouth hanging open. 

Marcus climbed up beside her, and the two of them looked out on a bustling 
city. 

Marcus pointed to a big green sign. “Salt Lake City. That’s in Utah,” he said 
as the semi pulled off the road and parked beside a line of equally-imposing 
machines. 

“Where you headed?” a man from one of the other semis called as the driver 
got out. 

“Wendover,” the driver called back, pulling his cap down tight on his head. 


Marcus pointed at a building with a giant sign that read Burger Barn. “That’s 
a restaurant,” he whispered to Kyja. “Help me get down from here, and we can 
get some food and something to drink while the driver’s taking care of his truck. 
I feel like I’ve been run over by a train, but I might be even hungrier than I am 
sore.” 

Kyja followed him, but even though she was hungry, it wasn’t food she was 
thinking about. An idea had suddenly occurred to her—if she was from this 
world, then her parents lived here too. 


Chapter 40 


Fries and a Shake 


Come on,” Marcus said, reaching up and pulling toward the double-glass 


doors of the Burger Barn. “I think Master Therapass was right—about only half 
of my body getting food. I feel like I could eat a whole cow.” 

Kyja hesitated for a moment, goggling at all the unfamiliar sights and 
sounds. She’d never seen this many buildings in one place, some of stone and 
others of glass—buildings with brick walls and buildings with hundreds of shiny 
windows. Several of them were even taller than the tower in Terra ne Staric. And 
the lines of machines that filled the street fascinated her. The large ones Marcus 
called trucks and the smaller ones he called cars, roared past with clouds of 
stinky, black smoke and loud honks that reminded her of a flock of angry geese. 

Even on parade day when a new High Lord was chosen, Terra ne Staric 
never saw this much commotion. It made her feel both excited and frightened at 
the same time. She couldn’t imagine living in a place like this, and she wondered 
if the Dark Circle had spies here, too. But she couldn’t help thinking that one of 
the people in the big buildings or walking along the street might know who her 
parents were. One of them could even be her mother or father, buying clothes in 
a shop or driving a car. 

Riph Raph cowered in her cloak pocket, peeking out for only seconds at a 
time. 

As she watched the people come and go, a red-faced man leaned out of his 
car and shouted, “Get out of the way,” to a man crossing the street. The man in 
the street shook his fist, and the first man made a loud honk with his car. 

“Why are they so angry?” she asked Marcus. She couldn’t imagine ever 
being angry if she had a machine of her own. 

“Probably late for work,” Marcus said, tugging at her. 

He pulled open one of the glass doors, and a fascinating combination of 
smells came drifting out. Kyja’s stomach growled, and she realized she hadn’t 
eaten anything in over a day. Turning her back on the rumble of the cars and 
trucks, she followed Marcus through the doors. 

Inside, the food shop was nothing like she’d expected. Back home, the inns 
and taverns which served food were filled with happy people, laughing and 
singing at big, wooden tables, while servers carried platters of food and drink 


from steaming kitchens. 

Here, people waited in long lines, looking at pictures of food on the wall. 
When they reached the front of the line, they called out numbers, handed over 
money, and took away their food on trays or in sacks. And while the smells were 
intriguing, she couldn’t see a single pot or pan in the kitchen. Where were the 
wood-burning ovens? Where were the spits of meat turning slowly around and 
around? And what were all the beeps and buzzes? She couldn’t imagine Bella 
ever cooking in a kitchen like this. 

“What’s wrong?” Marcus asked as they took their place in line. Several of 
the people waiting in front of them gave Marcus and Kyja unusual looks before 
turning quickly away. Kyja didn’t know if it was because of their clothes or 
because of Marcus. But he didn’t seem to notice—or care about their stares. 

“Why is everyone in such a hurry?” Kyja asked. 

“Tt’s called fast food. You know, for when you want to eat on the run. Or in 
my case, on the crawl.” 

“Eat on the run?” She’d never heard such an idea before. Why would people 
want to eat on the run? Then again, she’d never been in a city bigger than Terra 
ne Staric. Maybe that’s just how things were done. 

“This must be the biggest city on Ert,” she said, watching a pair of little boys 
take toys out of their bags. 

“This?” Marcus asked with a laugh. “Hardly. There are hundreds of cities 
bigger than this.” 

Hundreds? Hundreds of cities bigger than this? The idea boggled her mind. 
As they waited their turn to get food, she imagined what it would be like to live 
in such a fast-moving city where people drove machines everywhere they went, 
shouted at each other, and ate food on the run. It didn’t sound very appealing. 
And how would she ever be able to find her parents among so many people? 

Soon they reached the front of the line, where a man in a blue cap smiled at 
Kyja and asked, “What can I get’cha?” 

Kyja looked from the man up to the pictures of food and back in a panic. 
None of the foods looked familiar. 

Fortunately Marcus spoke up. “We’ll have bacon cheeseburgers with large 
fries, and the biggest orange sodas you’ve got.” 

The man in the blue hat leaned over the counter and looked down at Marcus. 
“Sorry about that, buddy,” he said. “I didn’t see you down there. Can I get you 
anything else?” 

Marcus began to shake his head, before changing his mind. “And two 
chocolate milkshakes.” 

“Okay. I’ve got two number fours with orange sodas and two chocolate 


shakes. That’ll be nine dollars and twenty-seven cents.” 

Marcus reached into his leather bag to get his money, but as he pulled out a 
pair of crumpled bills, his eyes went wide, and his breath caught. 

“What’s wrong?” Kyja asked. 

“Later,” Marcus said with a quick shake of his head. 

Once they were seated at a table—which was neither wood nor glass, but felt 
like a strange combination of both—Marcus reached into the bag and pulled out 
one of the red stones. 

“Do you know what this is?” he asked holding it out to her. 

Kyja shook her head. When Master Therapass had given the stones to 
Marcus back on Farworld, they had been shiny but unremarkable flat rocks. Now 
the stone glittered under the morning sun that shined through the window with a 
spectral radiance. 

“Neither do I,” Marcus said. “But I think it might be a ruby. And the green 
ones look like emeralds. If they are, this bag is worth money.” 

“How much money?” Kyja asked, fingering the red gem. 

“A lot.” Marcus put the red stone back into the bag with a quick look 
around. “I think we’d better keep this out of sight.” 

“Here,” he said, handing her a cup. “I’m so thirsty I feel like I could drink 
from a fire hose.” 

Kyja had never heard of a fire hose, but she was thirsty. She lifted the cup to 
her mouth, but the top was covered with some kind of clear lid. 

“You have to use a straw,” Marcus said. He pulled the paper off a small tube 
and slid it through the top of her cup. 

As Kyja watched doubtfully, Marcus lifted his own cup and placed the straw 
in his mouth. When he sucked on the straw, orange liquid flowed up. “Try it,” he 
said with a grin. 

Kyja placed the straw into her mouth. Pursing her lips, she gave a hesitant 
suck. Instantly, a fruity-flavored, ice-cold liquid gushed over her tongue. Tiny 
bubbles filled her mouth and nose with a strange burning sensation, and she 
coughed the drink back out, spraying it across the table. 

Marcus roared with laughter. At the next table, a large woman with curly, 
bright-red hair was talking animatedly into a tiny silver box. The woman put her 
hand over the silver thing by her ear and glared at Marcus and Kyja. A messy- 
faced child sitting across from the woman smeared a container of red sauce on 
the table and copied his mother’s glare. 

“What was that?” Kyja asked, touching her tongue with the tip of her finger. 

“Its a soda,” Marcus said, still laughing. “The bubbles are called 
carbonation. Try it again, more slowly.” 


Kyja took another small sip. This time she kept the drink in her mouth. It 
was wonderful—cold and sweet. And the bubbles were actually kind of fun once 
you got used to them. She gulped it down greedily. 

Marcus handed Kyja a package wrapped in waxy paper. She sniffed it 
experimentally before opening the package. It looked like some kind of meat and 
sauce on bread. 

“Tt’s called a cheeseburger,” Marcus said, talking around a mouthful of food. 

Kyja lifted the cheeseburger and tried a bite. It was a little greasy, and the 
sauce was too sweet. But not bad. Next she took one of the hot, golden, stick- 
shaped things which Marcus called fries. She popped one into her mouth and 
moaned with pleasure. “These are delicious!” she said, taking several more. 
They were hot and salty—crunchy on the outside and soft and yummy on the 
inside. 

Attracted by the smell of the food, Riph Raph climbed cautiously out of 
Kyja’s cloak and onto the table. Kyja broke off a piece of meat from her burger 
and held it out to Riph Raph. The chameleon darted out his pink tongue and 
zapped the meat from Kyja’s fingers. 

“Almost as good as spider,” Riph Raph said, chewing the meat. 

“Look, Mommy. A lisser!” The boy at the next table leaned over the back of 
his seat and pointed a greasy finger at Riph Raph. 

“Have some fries,” his mother said, still talking into the silver package. The 
little boy shoved a handful of fries into his mouth—smearing red across his face 
—and continued to watch Riph Raph. 

“When you were talking back in the truck,” Kyja said, giving Riph Raph 
another piece of burger. “Were you saying the desert we landed in on Ert is the 
same distance from your school that we traveled back home?” 

Marcus nodded. “It may not be an exact match, but it seems about right.” 

Kyja thought through his logic. She hadn’t given it much consideration 
before. But it made a strange kind of sense. 

“Tt sounds crazy to me,” Riph Raph said. 

“Mommy,” the boy at the next table shouted, “the lisser talk.” 

“Hush, Timmykins,” the woman said, pressing a couple of brown lumps into 
his chubby hand. “Mommy’s on the phone. Eat your nuggets.” 

“You want to hear something really crazy?” Marcus asked Kyja, holding out 
a fry like a pointer. “North of Cove Valley is a forest called Flagstaff, with lots of 
tall pine trees. There’s a summer camp there where I used to go with some other 
boys in one of my old schools. I’m not sure, but I think it was a hundred miles or 
so from Cove Valley. I bet that’s about the same distance we traveled in Farworld 
to get to the Westland Woods. As far as I remember, there’s not a big river in 


Flagstaff, but there is a river to the north of it called the Colorado River. And 
northwest of Flagstaff is the desert where we landed.” 

He ran his fingers through his reddish-brown hair. “Does any of that sound 
familiar?” 

It took Kyja a moment to understand what he was saying. “You think the 
forest in Flag-whatever is the same as the Westland Woods?” 

“Yes and no. I mean, I don’t think we’d find talking trees if we went to 
Flagstaff. And unless I missed something, we didn’t cross the Grand Canyon on 
Farworld. So everything isn’t exactly the same. But what if some things are the 
same? What if certain spots here match certain spots there?” 

Kyja finished the last of her fries as she thought over Marcus’s words. 

“Are you going to eat that?” he asked, pointing to the rest of her burger. 
When she shook her head, he wolfed it down in two big bites. 

“Try your milkshake,” he said. 

Copying what she’d seen Marcus do earlier, Kyja peeled the paper from her 
straw and pushed it into the cup. Prepared for more of the same bubbly liquid, 
she sipped cautiously. But what filled her mouth this time was so incredible, so 
absolutely wonderful, it took her breath away. 

“Do you like it?” Marcus asked, watching her closely. 

“Tt’s delicious!” she said, only taking her lips off the straw long enough to 
speak before going back to drinking. When she finished the entire milkshake, 
she leaned back in her seat and sighed. 

“So what do you think?” Marcus asked. 

“If there are any more surprises like this on Ert, I might never go back.” 

“No, I mean about my idea.” 

“Oh, right.” Kyja twirled her empty milkshake cup between her fingers. 
“Master Therapass talked about different worlds. Maybe he sent you here 
because there is a kind of link between our two worlds.” 

“A link.” Marcus’s eyes glowed as he crumpled his empty wrapper. “Sure, 
that makes sense. Master Therapass wouldn’t just send me to any old world. 
He’d want me to be somewhere close by. Maybe not close in distance. But close 
in another way.” 

As Kyja and Marcus talked, the little boy at the next table had been moving 
closer and closer. Without any warning, he reached out with a fat, greasy hand 
and tried to grab Riph Raph around the neck. Riph Raph jumped back with a 
hiss, then darted forward and snatched away the boy’s last nugget. The food 
disappeared down the chameleon’s throat in a single gulp. 

“Mommy!” the boy howled. “The lisser eat my nugget.” 

For the first time during her entire meal, the red-haired woman seemed to 


actually hear what her child was saying. Snapping the silver package closed, she 
scooped her son up into her arms and gave Marcus and Kyja a look that could 
melt ice cubes. 

“Come on,” Kyja said, quickly shoving Riph Raph back into her cloak 
pocket. “I think it’s time to leave.” 


Chapter 41 


Wheeling and Dealing 


I guess we’d better get back,” Kyja said, sadly watching the cars that raced 


past. She’d never be able to find her parents in a world this big. She didn’t know 
their names. She didn’t even know her real name. 

As she began walking toward the line of semis, Marcus tugged on the hem of 
her robe. 

“Wait up,” he said. 

Kyja looked down at him with a curious glance. 

“Master Therapass said Water Keep was east of the mountains, right?” 

“Right.” Kyja looked at the line of semis, wondering how long their’s would 
wait before leaving. 

“Well, Master Therapass said he was going north—around the mountains. 
What if we went over the mountains and met him on the other side?” 

Kyja stared. “We can’t. It’s far too dangerous.” 

“Too dangerous on your world,” Marcus said with the same mischievous 
look he’d gotten right before he jumped out of the tree in the Westland Woods. 
“But not in this world. If we go over the mountains here, then jump back to 
Farworld, we can save at least a week of travel. I’m sure Master Therapass 
travels faster on his own. He’ll probably be waiting for us by the time we reach 
the city.” 

Kyja considered the idea. “Are you sure it’s safe?” she asked. 

“Of course,” Marcus said, bouncing with excitement. “There’s a highway 
that goes clear across. We can be over the mountains by this time tomorrow.” 

“Is our machine going that way?” Kyja asked, still feeling a little 
uncomfortable about the whole idea. 

“No. But this time of year it’s too cold to cross the mountains in the back of a 
truck anyway. I’ve got a better idea. We can take a bus.” 

“What’s a bus?” Kyja asked. 

“Tt’s kind of like a car, only bigger. You can buy tickets to almost anywhere.” 

“T thought we were almost out of money.” 

“We are, but I’ve got an idea.” Marcus waved to one of the drivers walking 
to his semi. “Excuse me, sir, but do you know where the closest bus station is?” 

“Bout three or four miles that way,” the driver said, pointing past the 


restaurant. “Corner of Eighth West and Third South.” 

The man tilted his cap back, revealing a sunburned face and brown teeth. 
“Gonna catch a hound to Vegas to marry your sweetheart?” 

Marcus and Kyja looked at each other and blushed. 

“Can you make it that far?” Kyja asked, avoiding Marcus’s eyes as the truck 
driver walked away with a chuckle. Marcus had crawled a long way in the 
desert, but the ground there had been softer, and the gloves Master Therapass 
had given him were already looking worn. 

“Probably not,” Marcus sighed, rubbing his leg. 

Kyja glanced around the parking lot and saw something silver lying on its 
side by the wall of a building. It had wheels like the thing Marcus called a 
wheelchair, only smaller. “How about this one?” Kyja asked, walking toward it. 

Marcus looked where she was pointing and instantly shook his head. “No. 
No way. I won’t ride in that.” 

“Why not?” Kyja picked it up and tried it out. One of the wheels was a little 
shaky, but it worked fine. “Look,” she said, “It’s even got a seat.” 

Marcus folded his good arm across his chest and scowled. “I will not ride in 
a grocery cart.” 
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Half a block from the bus station, Marcus noticed a small building with an 
assortment of items displayed behind a dusty glass window—a laptop computer, 
a pair of used saxophones, a circular saw with a rusty blade, and an assortment 
of rings and necklaces laid out on a black velvet mat. “Over there,” he said. 

Kyja wheeled the grocery cart across the sidewalk and up to the door. Lined 
side by side along the outside of the shop were several old bicycles. Kyja ran her 
fingers across the seat of a mountain bike and curiously spun one of the pedals 
with the tip of her foot. She read the buzzing red sign above the door. “All- 
American Pawn Shop and Jewelry. What’s a pawn shop?” 

“Tt’s a place where they buy and sell things. If we’re lucky, we might be able 
to get enough money for the bus tickets and more.” Marcus leaned over the edge 
of the cart and pulled open the front door. Instantly a cracked speaker began 
playing a loud and fuzzy rendition of “The Star-Spangled Banner.” It made Kyja 
jump. 

Kyja pushed the cart into the shop, looking curiously around at the shelves of 
used items. Behind the counter, a bald man in a dingy, white shirt glared at the 
two of them as he rooted around in his ear with a long, dirty finger. 

“Can’t bring that in here.” He pulled his finger out of his ear, checked its tip 


for wax, and pointed at the grocery cart. The man’s fingernails looked like they 
hadn’t been trimmed in months, and cleaned even less recently. 

Marcus shifted uncomfortably in the wobbly metal cart and touched the 
leather pouch in his pants pocket. “We have something to sell,” he said. 

The man behind the counter took off his glasses—which were nearly as dirty 
as the shop windows—rubbed them on the untucked tail of his shirt, and hooked 
them back over his small, pink ears. As far as Marcus could tell, the rubbing had 
only managed to move the dirt around a little. 

Pushing the glasses up on his nose, the man frowned. “Look here, kids, we 
don’t buy comic books, action figures, or baseball cards so you might as well—” 

While the man was talking, Marcus reached into his pocket, took one of the 
gems from the bag, and set the gleaming red stone on the counter. 

For a second, the man’s watery, blue eyes went wide. But a moment later, 
they narrowed. “What do you take me for? You kids expect me to fall for that 
cereal box toy?” 

“No, it’s a real—” Marcus began. 

But Kyja stepped up to the counter and closed her fingers around the ruby. 
“We’ll take it somewhere else. It’s clear you’re too busy with all your other 
customers.” She studied the obviously empty store, dropped the gem in the 
pocket of her robe, and began to turn the cart around. 

“Hang on now,” the man said as Kyja started toward the door. 

Kyja glanced over her shoulder. 

The man licked his lips. “You trying to tell me that thing’s real? Where 
would a couple of kids like you get a stone worth—” 

Marcus turned in the cart, anxious to hear exactly what a ruby of that size 
would be worth, but the man quickly caught himself. 

“T guess I might be willing to take a look at it,” he said, holding out his dirty 
hand. 

As Kyja pulled the gem from her pocket, the man leaned over the counter. 
But just before giving it to him, she hesitated, looking around the store where 
nearly everything seemed to have a light coating of dust on it. 

“T don’t know,” she said, glancing toward Marcus. “Maybe we should take 
this somewhere else. Someplace a little cleaner?” 

Catching on to what she was up to, Marcus nodded. “You’re right.” He 
pointed to the large display of pistols and rifles beneath the glass countertop. 
“They seem to have plenty of guns and old power tools, but not so many gems. I 
bet a jewelry store would give us more for this.” 

“Now you wait just a minute,” the man said, running his hand across his bald 
head. “If that thing is real, ’ll pay top dollar. Those big jewelry stores are 


nothing but a bunch of con artists.” 

Kyja turned toward Marcus so the man couldn’t see the grin playing at the 
edge of her lips. Marcus, who had no idea Kyja was so good at this kind of thing, 
nodded almost unnoticeably. 

“All right,” Kyja said, the doubt clear in her voice. “I guess we could at least 
let you look at it. But I’m not even sure I want to sell it anymore.” 

As soon as she let the stone fall into the man’s hand, he closed his fingers 
around it with an audible sigh of relief. Turning it over in his fingers, he held it 
up to the store’s sputtering florescent lights. “Didn’t steal this, did you?” he 
asked with a sly grin. 

“Of course not,” Marcus said. “It was given to me by an old... . family 
friend.” 

“Uh-huh,” the man grunted, clearly not believing a word of it. “Because if 
this is stolen, the police are going to be looking for you two.” 

“We told you. It’s not stolen,” Kyja said with clear indignation. “If you don’t 
believe us we can take it somewhere else.” 

“We’ll see about that,” the man said. From a drawer behind the counter, he 
took out a small, black jeweler’s loupe. Setting his glasses aside, he tucked the 
lens up to his eye and studied the gem. 

“Oh,” the man whispered under his breath. The tip of his tongue slipped out 
from between his wet lips as he turned the gem first one way, then another. 

The stone looks like a real ruby; but is it? Marcus wondered. On the way to 
the pawn shop, he’d considered the fact that some things stayed the same when 
they went from one world to another, while others clearly did not. His money, 
their clothes, the picture of Elder Ephraim, all appeared identical on both 
Farworld and Earth. But Riph Raph and the stones had changed dramatically. 
Was it because skytes and the stones didn’t exist on Earth? Or was it because 
they were organic while the other items were man-made? Marcus didn’t know, 
but if Riph Raph could turn into a chameleon, who was to say what the red 
stones really were? 

“Well?” Marcus asked, unable to stop himself. 

Laying the loupe on the countertop, the man pinched his lower lip and shook 
his head. “Sorry kids. Your old ‘family friend’ wasn’t such a good friend after 
all. It’s a fake. Nothing more than colored glass.” 

Marcus felt the air swoosh out of him like a blown bike tire. A fake. Now 
how were they going to buy bus tickets? Or food, for that matter? He only had a 
few dollars left of the money he’d taken from his suitcase—not even enough to 
buy them another full meal. 

“You’re lying,” Kyja said. 


Marcus looked at her in shock as she stomped up to the counter and leaned 
across it until she and the shop owner were only a few inches apart. 

“You’re lying. That gem’s not a fake. You just want to steal it.” 

Clearly, the man was as surprised as Marcus. His eyes widened, and in that 
second, Marcus realized Kyja was right. What he saw in the brief moment of 
clarity was not anger or disbelief, but guilt. 

“I... I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the owner said, his face pale. 

“Give us back our gem.” Kyja said, holding out her hand. “We’ll find 
someone honest. Someone who doesn’t try to cheat little kids.” 

Brick-red spots rose in the center of each of the man’s cheeks, spreading up 
toward his temples as he closed his fist around the stone. “How dare you accuse 
me of lying? It’s you two who are the thieves. I don’t know what you’re up to, 
coming in here with those strange-looking costumes, riding around in a grocery 
cart, and trying to pass off fake gems. But I’ll bet the police would like to talk to 
your parents.” 

Police? Marcus’s stomach cramped at the thought of the police getting 
involved. They’d take him back to the boys school. And who knew what would 
happen to Kyja and Riph Raph? “Look, just give us the stone, and we’ll go,” he 
said. “If it really is a fake like you say, it shouldn’t matter to you.” 

The man shook his head, a dark smile spreading across his face. “Don’t want 
to get the police involved, do you? PI tell you what. Why don’t I just keep this, 
and maybe I’ll give the two of you a five minute’s head start before I call the 
cops.” 

At this point, that actually sounded pretty good to Marcus. It had been a bad 
plan from the beginning. He should have realized no one would ever seriously 
consider buying a valuable gem from a couple of kids. 

But Kyja was staring at the man, her eyes drilling into him as if she could see 
right through his skin and into his soul. 

“We’re not the first people you’ve cheated, are we?” She looked slowly 
around from the man behind the counter to the items spread throughout his store. 
“How many of these things did you get by telling lies? And you don’t even care 
if they’re stolen. That just means you can make more money.” 

The man’s eyes darted from Marcus to Kyja as if trying to understand what 
he was up against. His tongue inched out from between his lips again as he 
fingered the stone. 

“Go ahead,” Kyja said. “Call whomever you want. We’ll wait. By the time 
we finish telling them how you tried to steal our gem, they’ll close your shop 
down, like they should have a long time ago.” 

Now it was the man’s turn to worry. “Look,” he said, “maybe I was too 


quick. It is a pretty good fake. I could probably give you something for it.” 
Stabbing a button on his cash register with one finger, he opened the drawer and 
took out two twenties. He laid them side by side on the counter, and, after 
another glance toward Kyja’s stern gaze, added a third. 

“There you go,” he said, with an unnaturally large grin. “Sixty bucks. Just 
think how much candy you can buy with that.” 

Kyja looked to Marcus, clearly not understanding the currency of this world. 
Marcus shook his head. “That gem’s probably worth thousands.” 

“Thousands?” The man choked back a cough. “Look, kids. I may not have 
been straight up with you before. But I’m being completely honest when I say I 
can’t sell this for any more than a hundred.” He added two more twenties from 
the cash register, peered toward Kyja—clearly unnerved by the way she seemed 
to be looking right through him—and added a crisp fifty-dollar bill. “Hundred 
and fifty, tops. And believe me. I’m losing money on this deal.” 

Marcus was reaching for the cash when Kyja placed her hand of top of his. 
“You stay here and keep on eye on him. I’m going outside to get the .. . cops.” 
She said it in a tone so serious Marcus could barely believe it was her. 

If he hadn’t been afraid of blowing Kyja’s plan, Marcus would have burst 
into laughter at the way the pawn shop owner’s face went instantly white. Every 
ounce of blood seemed to drain from his cheeks until he looked as if someone 
had given him a thorough dusting with flour. 

“How ... how much do you want?” he stammered. 

Kyja checked with Marcus, who calculated inside his head. “Five hundred 
dollars,” he blurted. He wasn’t sure if it was too much or too little, but from the 
way the man behind the counter quickly counted out the bills, Marcus suspected 
he would still make a nice profit when he sold the stone. 

As the man shoved the money across the counter, Kyja placed the tip of one 
finger on top of his hand—as though she couldn’t stand the thought of actually 
having any closer contact with him. “Don’t think this gets you off the hook. If 
you ever cheat anyone again, I’ll come back. And PII bring the cops with me 
next time.” 

Just then, Riph Raph popped out from Kyja’s pocket, where he’d been curled 
up napping after his big meal. Turning one eye toward Kyja and one toward 
Marcus, he shot out his tongue and grabbed a fly that had been walking slowly 
across the counter. 

“Yum,” he said. Then, looking toward the pawn shop owner, he asked, 
“Who’s that?” 

The man screamed. 


Chapter 42 


The Magic Box 


Im sorry,” said the woman behind the ticket counter, “but children must be 


accompanied by an adult.” 

She looked down suspiciously at Marcus, Kyja, and their grocery cart. 
“Where are your parents?” 

“Tm, um, not sure,” Marcus said. He wasn’t lying, since he was pretty sure 
his parents were dead. But he thought it was better to leave before the woman 
asked any more questions. 

“What are we going to do now?” Kyja asked as they crossed the crowded bus 
terminal. 

“T don’t know,” he said with a frown. “But get me out of this thing.” 

As Kyja helped him from the cart, Marcus noticed a man in a dark suit 
watching them. When the man realized Marcus was looking at him, he quickly 
turned away. 

“Marcus?” Kyja asked. “What’s wrong?” 

“Huh?” Marcus turned to Kyja, then back across the room. The man was 
gone. Marcus searched the terminal without seeing him anywhere. At least it 
wasn t anyone I know, he thought, wondering if Bonesplinter was still on Earth. 

“Nothing,” he said, climbing onto a plastic chair. “I’m just trying to think.” 

Kyja sat in the chair next to him. “What’s this?” she asked, pointing to the 
small, blank television bolted to the side of the plastic seat. 

Marcus fished a pair of quarters out of his pocket. He couldn’t bring Kyja all 
the way to Earth without letting her see at least one TV show. He dropped the 
quarters into the slot on the side of the TV, and Kyja jerked back in her chair as a 
tiny, Soap-opera man and woman appeared on the screen. 

She put a hand forward and cautiously touched the front of the television, as 
though expecting to reach through the screen and pick up the people inside. 

Marcus changed the channel and two cowboys rode across the TV on 
horseback. 

“This must be magic,” Kyja whispered, fascinated. 

“Nope. Just another machine.” 

“Can I?” she asked, pointing to the buttons that changed the channel. 

“Sure. Go ahead,” Marcus said, wondering if Kyja had been as amused by 


his reaction to Farworld as he was by her surprise at such ordinary things as 
milkshakes and televisions. 

Kyja changed the channel to a sports program that showed a pair of boxers 
punching each other inside a ring. Frowning, she changed the channel again, this 
time to a cartoon showing a crab and an octopus arguing over a pair of pants. 

“That’s SpongeBob,” said a little boy sitting in the next chair over. He leaned 
across his seat and pointed to the figures on the screen. “Them are Mr. Crabs and 
Squidward.” 

“Would you like to watch too?” Kyja asked, turning the screen so the little 
boy could see it better. 

“Yeah. It’s my favorite show.” 

As the boy leaned across his seat to view the television, Marcus saw that the 
boy’s right arm was in a sling, and there was a bump on his forehead. The boy’s 
mother watched him closely. For a minute she seemed on the verge of pulling 
him back before deciding he was all right. 

“What happened to you?” Marcus asked. “Fall off your bike?” 

The boy glanced toward his mother, who gave him a sharp look. As she did, 
Marcus noticed the woman had a black eye and a puffy lip. 

“Nah,” the boy said, shaking his head. “I just got hurt. That’s all.” 

The woman studied Marcus and Kyja for a moment before apparently 
deciding they were harmless and going back to her magazine. But Marcus 
noticed the way she kept looking up from her reading every few minutes and 
glancing nervously around the bus station. 

“What happened to you?” the boy asked Marcus. “Why’s your arm and leg 
like that?” 

“T fell off my bike,” Marcus said with mock seriousness. 

“Really?” the boy asked, his bright blue eyes wide with amazement. 

“No.” Marcus laughed. “I’m just kidding. I got hurt when I was a baby.” 

The boy’s eyes, which had glowed with wonder a moment before, now took 
on a knowing expression far too old for his young face. 

Before Marcus could say anything else, Kyja leaned over to the little boy and 
placed one hand on top of his head. “Your father hurt you, didn’t he?” 

At once the woman looked up from her magazine and grabbed the boy’s 
good arm as if to pull him away. 

“Tt’s okay,” Kyja said, gently placing her hand over the woman’s. “You’re 
running away from your husband because he hurt you and your son. Don’t worry 
—we won’t tell anyone.” 

“How do you know that?” the woman asked. Marcus saw the fear clearly 
printed on the woman’s face. She had the look of a rabbit, ready to flee at the 


first sign of danger. He was sure she would run, and yet something in Kyja’s 
eyes seemed to hold her. 

“We’re running too,” Kyja said. “From some very bad people. We’re trying 
to reach someone who can help us.” 

For a moment the women said nothing, as though making up her mind about 
what to do. Then she nodded, her puffy lips pressed together. “Where are you 
going?” 

“We need to get to the other side of the mountains,” Kyja said. “We have the 
money to buy tickets, but we need an adult to buy them.” 

“Where are your parents?” the woman asked, still looking unsure of whether 
she could trust the two of them. 

Marcus expected Kyja to make up a story. After all, who would believe the 
truth? But Kyja continued to stare into the woman’s eyes and simply said. “I 
don’t know. We don’t even know who our parents are.” 

At last the woman seemed to relax. “My name’s Kathleen, and this is Jerrick. 
He and I are going to Des Moines. You could go with us as far as that if you’d 
like.” 

Jerrick looked up into Kyja’s face. “You gonna come with us?” 

Kyja nodded. “I'd like that.” 


Chapter 43 


Discovered 


Kyja looked down at Jerrick as he lay sleeping on her lap, a green and red 


stone clutched in each of his fists. Marcus was sleeping in the next seat over. 
Peanut butter, cracker crumbs, and bits of cheese were smeared across his face 
from the snack the four of them had shared earlier. 

He seemed to have recovered from the effects of Farworld, but Kyja was 
starting to feel the same queasy stomach Marcus had described, and her head 
pounded with a dull ache. She guessed Marcus was right about her being trapped 
between worlds and wondered where she could find some of the cures he’d told 
her about. 

“He seems like a good boy,” Kyja said, brushing Jerrick’s dark hair. 

Jerrick’s mother nodded. “He is. I just wish I could do better for him. 
Nobody deserves to be treated like that. Especially not a child.” 

“You’re taking him away from the person who hurt him,” Kyja said. “That’s 
a good start.” 

Kathleen’s lips trembled as she brushed her eyes with the palm of her hand. 
She glanced out the darkened window of the bus at the miles of snow-covered 
ground. “I just wish I knew I was doing right by him. My sister’s not exactly 
thrilled about us coming to live with her. She’s got four kids of her own.” 

“You are doing the right thing,” Kyja said without an ounce of hesitation. 
“Tt’s all going to work out just fine with your sister.” 

“How could you possibly know that?” Kathleen asked. 

Kyja shrugged. She had no idea how she knew. She just did. It was like how 
she’d known what was wrong with the Weather Guardians. “See if you can get 
him horseback riding lessons when you get there. I think he might have a way 
with animals.” 

Kathleen stared at her in disbelief, but she didn’t argue. 

Just then, the bus began to slow down. Marcus sat up and rubbed his eyes. 
“What’s happening? Are we there yet?” 

“No need to worry,” the bus driver called out as he brought the bus to a 
shuddering stop with a high-pitched whine of the brakes. “Looks like there’s 
been some kind of accident. We should be past it in a few minutes. Please stay in 
your seats.” 


“Mommy?” Jerrick jerked awake, confused by the unfamiliar surroundings. 

“Tt’s okay, baby.” Kathleen reached across Kyja and took her son into her 
arms, careful of his injured arm. 

“Where are we?” Jerrick asked, looking around. One of the colored stones 
fell out of his fist onto his mother’s lap. 

“This is beautiful,” Kathleen said, admiring the large, red stone. “It can’t be 
real but...” 

She tried to hand it to Kyja, but Kyja pushed it back into her palm. “It’s just 
a toy. Jerrick can keep it.” 

As Kyja closed Kathleen’s fingers around the gem, Marcus pressed his face 
to the tinted window of the bus. 

“T don’t see any accident.” 

Kyja joined him and looked outside. A line of cars was stopped in front of 
them, and she could see men with flashlights making their way along the line of 
cars. 

Marcus pulled sharply back from the window and looked around. 
“Something’s wrong!” 

“What is it?” Kyja followed his gaze but couldn’t see anything out of the 
ordinary. “Is it the Dark Circle?” 

“I don’t know. I just . . .” He looked out at the highway, where the men with 
the flashlights were getting closer. All at once, he climbed out of his seat. “We 
need to get off the bus now.” 

Alarmed, Kathleen looked up from her son. “Is it the people you’re running 
from?” 

“Bad men?” Jerrick asked, clinging to his mother. 

Marcus scooted to the front of the bus with Kyja close behind him. 

“We need to get off,” he told the driver. 

“Now?” The bus driver, an older man with gray hair and a Middle-Eastern 
accent, gave Marcus and Kyja an incredulous look. “I can’t let you children off 
the bus in the center of the highway. Where are your parents?” 

By now, Kyja had caught Marcus’s panic. She could see the men outside 
only a few cars away. They were showing something to the occupants of each 
car as they shined their lights inside. They appeared to be wearing some kind of 
uniform. “Please,” she begged. “Open the door.” 

The driver looked from her panicked face to the uniformed men outside, and 
his lips tightened. “Are you in trouble with the police? Did you run away from 
home?” 

Marcus reached for the big metal lever which opened the bus door, but the 
driver was too fast. “No,” he said. “You will not get off my bus in the middle of 


the road.” 

Still gripping the door handle with his right hand, he waved his left hand at 
the men in front of the bus. “Over here!” he shouted. 

One of the men outside looked up from the car he was inspecting. He 
grabbed the elbow of the man beside him and pointed to the bus. 

“Tt’s him!” Marcus cried. 

“Who?” Kyja asked, feeling as trapped as she had in the net. 

“The man in the bus station.” Marcus turned and hurried toward the back of 
the bus. 

“What can I do?” Kathleen asked as Marcus and Kyja reached her seat. 

“Those men outside the bus aren’t the police,” Marcus hissed. “If they find 
Kyja and me, they’! kill us.” 

At the front of the bus, the door swung open with a whoosh of air. “Back 
there!” the driver shouted. 

The man in the dark suit flashed some kind of badge as he stepped onto the 
bus. Marcus and Kyja dodged out of sight into a row of seats. 

“This way,” Kathleen whispered. She unlocked the emergency latch on her 
window and pushed it open. “Pll get their attention while you two go out the 
window.” 

She leaned over Jerrick. “Can you help me, baby? Can you help Kyja and 
Marcus?” 

Jerrick had tears in his eyes, and his lips were trembling, but he nodded. 

“Hide down here,” Kathleen told her son. “Under the seat.” 

As Jerrick ducked under the seat in front of him, Kathleen jumped up. “My 
son!” she screamed. “Where is my son?” 

The two men at the front of the bus both turned in her direction. 

“Ma’am,” said the first. “If you could just sit back—” 

“Someone took my son!” Kathleen shrieked. “Everyone please help me find 
him.” 

Some the people on the bus remained in their seats, but most of them got up 
and began to look around. 

“Everyone return to your seats!” the second man shouted. 

“Now,” whispered Kathleen, giving a quick backward glance. 

Blocked from view by the standing people, Marcus and Kyja scooted across 
the aisle and into the row of seats where Jerrick was hiding. “Bye-bye,” Jerrick 
whispered, biting back his tears. 

“Bye, sweetie,” Kyja said. After a quick glance to make sure Marcus agreed, 
she emptied several of the gems into Kathleen’s purse and gave Jerrick a quick 
squeeze. “Tell your mom to buy you a horse.” 


In the front of the bus, Kathleen was still shouting, but the men were pushing 
their way through the aisle—knocking people right and left. 

“Go,” Marcus said. 

Keeping her head low, Kyja pushed her legs over the ledge of the window 
and slid out. She looked both ways, and although she could see more men with 
lights on the way, there was no one immediately beside the bus. Hanging from 
her fingertips, she released her grip on the window and dropped to the slushy 
street. 

Although the drop was farther than she expected, she managed to land safely. 
“Come on,” she whispered up to Marcus. 

Marcus handed his staff to Kyja through the window and looked out. “I can’t 
get my feet around,” he said. 

“Then go head first,” Kyja said. “PI catch you.” 

The sound of men shouting was close now. Inside the bus, Kathleen gave a 
loud squawk, and Marcus turned to look back. 

“Come on,” Kyja said. 

Leaning over the edge of the window, Marcus somersaulted through. He 
nearly managed to hang on as his feet swung over his head, but at the last minute 
his grip failed, and his fingers slipped from the bus. 

Kyja darted forward as Marcus started to fall. Holding up her hands, she 
grabbed for his body. He was much heavier than she expected, and they both 
collapsed to the street. 

“Are you okay?” Marcus asked, pulling himself off her. 

“T think so,” she said. “Just lost my breath.” 

“That’s good,” a silky voice said. “I’d hate to have my two prizes injured 
before I kill them myself.” 

A tall, thin man stepped out of the shadows. 

“Bonesplinter,” Marcus growled. He turned to Kyja. “Jump to Farworld. 
Now!” 

“T don’t know how,” Kyja said. She closed her eyes and tried to imagine the 
gray in-between world. If part of her was caught there, maybe she could push 
herself back and take Marcus with her the way he’d brought her. 

“Not this time.” The man closed his fingers around Kyja’s arm. His grip was 
ice-cold, and suddenly Kyja couldn’t think at all. The pain in her head flared, 
and her mind seemed frozen. 

“Let her go!” Marcus shouted. He swung a fist at Bonesplinter, but the man 
knocked him aside like an insect. 

“Your world-jumping days are over,” he said, focusing his piercing gaze on 
Kyja. 


She tried to pull from his grasp, but his fingers were like stone. 

Lying on the wet asphalt, Marcus held out his hands toward Bonesplinter. 
“Air like bread dough thicken, please.” 

“What are you doing?” Bonesplinter said, his eyes narrowing. 

One of the men in the bus shined his flashlight out the window. “Over here!” 
he shouted. Suddenly he cried out in pain and disappeared back inside the bus. 
“Ouch! The kid bit me.” 

“Bonesplinter fly off in the breeze,” Marcus finished. At Marcus’s words, a 
huge gust of wind lifted Bonesplinter from his feet and threw him across the 
highway. 

As her arm broke free of the man’s grip, Kyja’s mind cleared. Men with 
lights came running from all directions. As Kyja watched, one of them changed 
into a snake, his suit ripping to shreds. 

“Jump,” Marcus shouted. “Jump!” 

Kyja closed her eyes and grasped her amulet. Having done it twice before, 
she effortlessly found the in-between world. There she saw Riph Raph and 
herself floating in gray nothingness. As she took hold of her own shoulders and 
Riph Raph’s wing and pushed, she felt herself slam back into her body. She was 
falling, but she wasn’t going to fall alone. As she dropped, she reached out. For a 
moment, there was nothing. Then she found Marcus’s rope and closed her 
fingers tightly around it. 


Chapter 44 


The Windlash Mountains 


This time Marcus was ready for the inside-out feeling which twisted his 


stomach as he traveled from one world to another, and the burning feeling on his 
shoulder. What he wasn’t prepared for was the thick snow which instantly 
numbed his cheeks and nose, or the howling wind that blasted every inch of 
exposed skin with tiny slivers of ice. He twisted around to find Kyja leaning into 
the storm and trying to pull the hood of her cloak over her head. The wind ripped 
it off again almost as soon as she got it up, and she had to grip it tightly with 
both hands to keep it on. 

“Where are we?” Marcus shouted, the words ripped from his mouth by the 
ferocious wind. But the truth came to him with a thudding dread even before 
Kyja answered. The sharp spires of ice-covered rock rising hundreds of feet into 
the air and the snow which came up to Kyja’s waist and Marcus’s chest could 
only be one place, and it was his fault they were there. 

“The Windlash Mountains!” Kyja cupped her hands to her mouth to be heard 
above the storm. The gale blew down the hood of her cloak and whipped her hair 
to and fro across her face. The fear in her eyes was clear. “We have to go back.” 

“No!” Marcus shouted. “The Dark Circle will be waiting for us.” 

“We don’t have any choice.” She wiped snow from her face with quickly 
reddening fingers. “Where’s Riph Raph?” 

A blue head popped out of the pocket of her cloak, looked sharply around, 
and blinked. “What did Marcus do now?” 

Marcus grimaced as he searched the exposed shelf of rock where they’d 
landed. The side of the mountain disappeared up into the clouds above them and 
dropped away at an alarming rate below. He didn’t want to think about what 
would’ve happened if they’d landed even a hundred feet to their left. 

“This way,” he called. Using his staff, he tried to get to his feet, but the wind 
was too strong, and he had to crawl toward a small tree which slanted sharply 
away from the side of the mountain. Despite his gloves, he was quickly starting 
to lose all feeling in his hands. 

“No!” Kyja pulled on the back of his cloak. “You don’t understand. We can’t 
stay here. There are stories about these mountains—about the terrible things that 
live here. No one comes into the Windlash Mountains. Especially not during the 


winter. It’s death.” 

Marcus spun around. “What else can we do?” he asked. “If we go back now, 
the Dark Circle will take us.” 

“What if they follow us here?” Kyja’s face faded in and out through the 
blowing snow like an ice-caked phantom. 

“If they could follow us, they would have,” Marcus said, his lungs aching 
from the cold. “I don’t think their door works like that. If we can wait here even 
for a few hours before jumping back, maybe they’ |l be gone.” 

Kyja hesitated, clearly torn between the two impossible decisions. 

“Come on,” Marcus said, pounding his hand against his legs to stay warm. 

“All right,” she said at last, looking worriedly around. “But only for an hour. 
Then we go back no matter what. This is a very bad place.” 


OK OOK k 


“T th-thought you were supposed to be good at this,” Marcus groused to Riph 
Raph as the flame on the small stack of twigs and branches went out again. 

“Td like to see you make wet wood burn in a bank of snow,” Riph Raph 
snipped back. He blew another fireball, and a meager tongue of flame flickered 
up from the damp pile of wood. “If you didn’t keep getting us into these 
situations, you wouldn’t need me to get you out.” 

“T don’t see y-you k-keeping the wind and snow out,” Marcus said. He held 
his shaking hands toward the fire, careful not to lose the fragile dome of 
protective air he had cast above them. “You’re no more use than a cheap book of 
m-matches.” 

“If your magic is so good, why don’t you melt the snow while you’re at it?” 
Riph Raph said. “Or haven’t you learned that spell yet?” 

“Stop it, you two,” Kyja said, glaring at both of them. “I really think we 
should go back now.” 

“C-c-can’t,” Marcus stammered, his teeth chattering. “It h-hasn’t been an 
hour yet.” 

“And you can’t keep this magic up much longer. Even I can see how it’s 
draining your strength.” 

“Tm f-fine,” Marcus said, gritting his teeth. He’d never done 
this much magic in one day before, and for some reason he didn’t understand, 
magic on Earth had taken much more energy than casting spells on Farworld. 
His body felt like it was one giant ice cube, and it was all he could do to keep his 
protection spell from collapsing. But he couldn’t let Kyja know that, or she’d 
demand they go back at once. “It’s just taking me a while to g-get the hang of 


this spell stuff. It’s much harder than k-keeping a st-stick from hitting me.” 

“You’re doing great,” Kyja said from her spot against the trunk of the bent 
tree. “But we can’t stay here. There’s something wrong with this place. Don’t 
you feel it?” 

Marcus closed his eyes. He did feel it. Ever since they’d holed up beneath 
the boughs of the little tree, the wind seemed to carry voices on it—one minute 
howling like a wolf, the next crying like a child or laughing like a lunatic. And it 
had only grown worse when he began using magic. 

It felt as if something out in the blinding white storm could sense the spell he 
was casting. Shadows seemed to move out of the corners of his eyes, but when 
he turned to look, there was nothing there. Even the snow-covered ground 
appeared to somehow be sneaking up on them. But going back to Earth now 
would be handing themselves over to the Dark Circle. He had to hold on as long 
as he could and hope for the best. 

“Did you see that?” Kyja cried. 

“See what?” Marcus turned to look out into the storm. All he could see were 
the constantly changing patterns of blowing snow. 

“There.” Kyja pointed her finger. “I saw something moving again. Only now 
I can’t quite...” 

Marcus studied the shifting blanket of white. Surely nothing could survive in 
that bitter cold. And even if it could, there was nowhere to hide. Except for the 
spires of rock above them, everything was snow and ice. 

“Are you sure the s-snow isn’t just p-playing t-t-tricks on your eyes?” 
Marcus stammered. The fire had gone out again, but he was too exhausted to ask 
Riph Raph to relight it. 

“No. I’m not.” Kyja rubbed her reddened eyes with her palms. Master 
Therapass hadn’t given her any gloves, and her fingertips were nearly blue. 
“Please,” she said, blinking ice from her lashes, “can’t we just go back? Pd 
almost rather face the Dark Circle than whatever is up here with us. Even if I 
can’t see it, I can feel it. And I know you can too. It’s not just evil, either. It feels 
completely unnatural.” 

Marcus nodded. He couldn’t go on any longer anyway. His brain felt as 
frozen as his fingers and face. Just speaking was a monumental effort, and his 
grip on the protection spell was nearly gone. Something was sucking his strength 
away, and he didn’t think it was just the cold. “A-all r-r-ight,” he whispered. “G- 
go ah-head.” 

Speaking drained the last of his energy, and he felt the protection spell slip 
away like water through his fingers. Instantly, the snow slashed down at them 
with a furious intensity—as though angry they’d managed to hold out against it 


as long as they had. 

“Hang on,” Kyja said. “I’m going to—” 

But her words were cut off by an explosion that shook the entire 
mountainside. All around them, the snow suddenly sprang to life. Icy limbs 
reached up from the ground and wrapped themselves around Marcus’s arms and 
legs. 

“Jump,” he tried to scream, but as he opened his mouth, a drift of frigid, 
white snow slammed him to the ground, filling his mouth and throat with frozen 
fire. He struggled against it, but it was like trying to fight an avalanche. The last 
thing he saw before being covered completely was a ten-foot-high wall of ice 
and snow that rose up like a tidal wave, washing Kyja over the side of the 
mountain. 


Chapter 45 


Caverns and Cages 


Marcus woke to the steady dripping of water. His arms and legs ached, and 


his face burned. He tried to sit up and immediately regretted it, as a dizzying 
pain drove him back to the ground. He opened his eyes, and for a moment, 
nothing changed. Then slowly, his vision adjusted to the faint light of a distant, 
sputtering candle. 

He was in some kind of cavern. The dripping he’d heard was coming from 
icicles whose tops disappeared in the darkness. He was lying on a damp floor of 
cold, rough stone. 

“Kyja?” he whispered. The effort of speaking started a coughing fit that tore 
at the inside of his throat. He tried again—louder this time. “Kyja, where are 
you?” 

There was no answer. Only the constant tap, tap, tap, of water on stone. 

He tried to scoot toward the light, and his head banged against something 
hard. Reaching out with his fingers, he felt thick metal bars spaced three to four 
inches apart. 

“Riph Raph?” he called. But if the skyte was nearby, he didn’t answer. 

He tried to sit up again—more slowly this time, resting his head against his 
shoulder. He rose inch by inch, until he was finally upright. He was in a small, 
stone cell—no more than three feet deep and five or six feet wide—with bars on 
three sides and jagged stone on the back. Turning his head to the right, he saw a 
pair of dark green eyes staring at him from the next cell over. 

“Kyja?” he called, leaning against the bars. It was definitely her—he could 
just make out her pale face and the shape of her cloak. But she didn’t answer him 
except with a wide, unblinking stare. 

“Kyja, what’s wrong with you?” he called. He reached out to her through the 
bars, but before he could touch her, his fingers stopped against something cold 
and hard. With a shock, he understood why she wasn’t responding. She was 
encased in a block of solid ice. 

Was she dead? He felt his mouth dry up as his heart leapt into his throat. She 
looked so alive, almost as if she was watching him. But how could she be? Tears 
burned his eyes and leaked down his cheeks as his fingers searched against the 
smooth, hard surface of the ice block. 


“They’re saving her,” a raspy voice whispered from somewhere nearby. “For 
later.” 

“Who’s there?” Marcus pressed his face against the bars at the front of his 
cell and found he could just manage to make out a shape in a cell on the other 
side of the stone corridor. 

“You’ll envy her before long.” The man’s voice was strangely flat and empty 
of all emotion. 

“What are you talking about?” Marcus asked, pressing against the bars. 
“Come closer, where I can see you.” 

A skin-and-bones white face appeared at the bars, and Marcus gasped. It was 
like looking at a skeleton with a long, bushy beard. “Can you feel it yet?” the 
face asked. 

“Feel what?” 

“Feel yourself coming apart,” the man said. His eyes glowed darkly from his 
gaunt face. “That’s what they do, you know.” 

“What who does?” Marcus asked, wondering whether the man might be 
crazy. He certainly sounded crazy. 

“The unmakers, of course. They start with whatever magic you’ve got. They 
feed on it the way a spider sucks the life out of a fly. Then your emotions. Once 
they’ve sucked you dry of all feelings of any kind, they start on your body.” He 
held up an arm that was hardly more than a stick, and Marcus grimaced at the 
sight. 

“When they first captured me, I had arms the size of your waist. Now Pm 
almost down to nothing. Soon they’ll be done with my body, and they’! finish 
by siphoning away my will to live.” 

He fixed his blank eyes on Marcus. “It won’t take long. I imagine that’s why 
they went looking for you and the girl.” 

Marcus sat stunned, trying to understand what the man was telling him. 
Creatures that fed on emotions? “They’re starving you, then?” 

“No.” The man slid a metal plate against his bars, and Marcus could just 
make out some kind of dark, lumpy shape on it. “They feed you. If you can call 
it food. But all it does is make the process of finishing you off last a little longer. 
Like fattening a holiday bird before serving it for dinner. Once they finish with 
me, they’ll start on you. After that, they’ll thaw out the girl and suck away her 
life as well.” 

“You mean she is alive?” Marcus turned to look at Kyja. Encased in her 
block of ice, she looked like she was sleeping, but . . . “How’s that possible?” 

“She’s alive.” The man lifted something from his plate and shoved it 
absently into his mouth. It made a squishy sound as he chewed it. “Don’t know 


how it’s possible. Don’t really care.” 

“We have to escape,” Marcus said. “You know all about this place, and I can 
do magic. Together we can unfreeze Kyja and find a way out.” 

“Don’t want to escape,” the man said, pushing another piece of the dark 
substance into his mouth. “And we couldn’t even if we wanted to. You don’t 
understand. Magic doesn’t work in this place. The unmakers suck it away as 
soon as you try to use it. They gobble it up, like candy. The only one they let use 
magic is old Screech, and he won’t help you. He serves them.” 

Ignoring the thumping in his head, Marcus got to his knees and slammed his 
fists on the unyielding bars. “Okay then, forget magic. We’ll find a way to 
escape without it!” he shouted. “You can’t tell me you really want to stay here?” 

“Can’t say I care much, one way or the other,” the man said. He took a 
handful of goopy-looking gray stuff from his plate and offered it to Marcus. 

“Yuck,” Marcus said, wrinkling his nose. It smelled terrible, and looked like 
the stuff between the tiles of a bathroom floor. 

“Suit yourself.” The man shoved the glop into his mouth and licked his 
fingers. “Even if you could get past the bars, you’d never make it out. The 
unmakers are everywhere. You can’t see ’em unless they want you to.” 

“You mean they’re invisible?” That would explain how they’d appeared out 
of nowhere. But how could he fight something he couldn’t even see? Especially 
when he couldn’t use magic? 

“Not invisible,” the man said, pushing his empty plate aside. “Unmade. 
They’re the opposite of everything we are. You can’t see ’em cause they aren’t 
there in the way we think about it. Don’t even know if they’re alive. They’re just 
nothing, and everything they touch eventually becomes part of that nothingness.” 

It was the closest Marcus had seen the man come to showing any kind of 
emotion, and the effort seemed to exhaust him. The man lay down on the cold 
stone floor, curled up into a ball, and began to hum softly to himself. 

“You can’t see them at all?” Marcus asked, picturing the black holes he’d 
learned about in school. 

The man continued to hum in his cell, and Marcus didn’t think he was going 
to answer. Then the humming stopped. “Not unless they want you to,” the man 
said in the same dead voice. “I only met one man who did. And he spent every 
day drooling on himself.” 

Marcus didn’t know if it was what the man had said, the cold, dreary cavern, 
or the force of the unmakers themselves, but he felt what little hope he’d been 
able to muster fading away. He was going to die in this dank, lifeless place. And 
after him, Kyja would die. What would happen to each of their worlds if they 
were gone? Would the Dark Circle take them both over, growing and growing 


until they destroyed everything that was good? 

He couldn’t give up. He had to find a way to hang on. But he was so tired, 
and it was so much easier to just lie down on the floor and rest. 

Sometime later, Marcus heard the sound of rattling metal, and the light from 
the candle drew closer as a tall figure shuffled toward his cell. 

“Rise and shine,” said an eerily cheerful voice. “Time to go.” 

Marcus sat up, his back aching and stiff from the cold, hard floor, and stared 
at the figure before him. The man—if that’s what he was—stood at least nine 
feet tall. Long, greasy hair hung from parts of his head in clumps and strings, 
while other areas of his gray scalp were completely bald. Scraps of tattered 
clothing—none of it seeming to have come from the same source—hung from 
long, bony arms and legs. 

“Who are you?” Marcus asked, pressing against the back wall of his cell. 

“Who am I?” the man cackled. He looked at the filthy figure in the cell 
across the tunnel from Marcus. “Didn’t your friend tell you? I’m Screech.” He 
pulled a ring of keys from his belt and unlocked the cell door. Marcus saw that 
each of the man’s fingers ended in long, blackened claws that looked more like 
talons than nails. 

As soon as the man swung back the bars, Marcus darted toward the opening. 
But Screech was much quicker than he looked. His clawed fingers closed around 
Marcus’s neck and lifted him easily into the air. 

“Eager are you, my sweet?” he said with a wet cackle. 

With Screech’s fingers wrapped around his throat, Marcus could only cough 
and gasp for air. 

“That’s good. Very good.” The man grinned, revealing blackened gums and a 
few remaining teeth, sharpened to knife-like points. He picked up Marcus’s staff 
from the cell floor, examined it briefly, and tossed it aside. “The unmakers are 
anxious to meet you too.” 


Chapter 46 


The Unmakers 


Screech dropped Marcus on the floor of the wide, circular cavern with a 


bone-jarring thump. Before Marcus could even think about moving, the long, 
cruel fingers snapped a rusty manacle around his wrist. 

The creature, who had seemed absurdly cheerful before, glanced nervously 
about the empty room before whispering, “I’ll be back,” and lumbering away. 

Marcus tugged on the chain. But although the enclosure was flaked with rust, 
it was plenty solid. All around the walls of the high-ceilinged chamber, torches 
spit and popped. The air had an odor that was both moldy and sweet—like 
apples gone bad. He glanced across the room, wondering how long he’d have to 
wait before the unmakers arrived. 

Would whatever they did hurt? The man in the cell hadn’t mentioned it, but 
maybe he was beyond pain the same way he was beyond emotions. Marcus 
tugged at the spike he was chained to, but the metal bar was embedded deep in 
the rock. He should have listened to Kyja and gone back to Earth instead of 
staying in these mountains. It seemed like every decision he made ended up 
getting them into trouble. He couldn’t imagine how anyone could conceive of a 
failure like him even managing to save himself, let alone an entire world. 

As he waited for the unmakers, a thought occurred to him. The man in the 
other cell had told him it was impossible to use magic here. But Marcus had 
never actually tried it. Maybe the man was wrong. Or maybe Marcus’s magic 
was different. Just because it didn’t work for one person didn’t mean it might not 
work for another. 

Gathering his strength, he focused on the spike and chain. He imagined a 
force of wind ripping the spike from the stone floor—shattering rock and metal. 
He could do it, now, before the unmakers arrived. 

Concentrating all his will, he whispered, “Air like bread dough, thicken 
please. Shatter rock, pull metal free.” 

For a second he felt the air around him begin to gather force. Then it was as 
if someone had reached down his throat and ripped something vital from inside 
him. The pain was enormous. Unbearable. He felt his body slam to the floor, and 
colors blazed in front of his eyes. 

“Stop!” he screamed, but the pain went on and on. It was like someone was 


sucking his insides out with a straw. All around the room he heard sloppy, wet 
sounds, like giant lips smacking against each other, and deep grunts of pleasure. 
The unmakers had been here all along. 

“No!” he cried, his body rattling against the floor. 

“So-0-0-0 go-o-od,” a thundering voice rumbled from one side of the room. 

“Delicious-s-s-s,” another voice sighed. 

“Feed us,” a voice whispered, and something wet brushed against Marcus’s 
cheek. It burned like fire, and he jerked away. 

He heard the sound of things slithering across the floor all around him, and 
the very walls of the cavern shook with their passing. They sounded enormous, 
and they had him surrounded. 

On the floor, Marcus gagged and shook for what seemed like forever. It went 
on and on, until his breathing came in harsh, quick gasps and his head felt as if it 
were going to explode. 

Finally the pain stopped, and he lay on the floor, trembling. 

“This one is powerful,” a thick voice boomed. 

“He will last a long time,” another said. 

“No,” Marcus moaned. “Please.” He turned toward the sound of the voice 
and saw nothing. Then, for just a second, beneath the flickering light, the air 
appeared to twist and darken. It was as if the skin of reality had been ripped 
away for just a moment, and underneath was a vast, unending expanse of 
nothingness. 

“Come along,” a voice whispered. Screech was back. He gripped Marcus by 
the arm with his bony fingers, unlocked the manacle, and dragged him away. 

Once they were outside the chamber, Screech’s good humor returned. “Did 
you enjoy yourself, my sweet?” He chuckled. 

Marcus could barely keep his head upright. His muscles ached, and his 
stomach felt like he’d swallowed a brick. He didn’t know how he could take 
many more sessions with the unmakers. But he 
wouldn’t give this foul creature the satisfaction of knowing it. 

“Tt was nothing,” he said with grim determination. 

“Nothing, was it?” Screech said with a nasty grin. “You’ll have lots more of 
that nothing to look forward to over the next few months.” 

Marcus couldn’t stand the look of satisfaction on the big creature’s face. He 
tried to think of something to wipe it off. “I wouldn’t be so cheerful if I were 
you,” Marcus said as Screech dragged him through one dank corridor after 
another. 

“No?” Screech said, shaking the long, greasy hair out of his eyes with a look 
of amusement. “Why is that?” 


Marcus thought furiously. “They were asking me questions,” he blurted. 

“They don’t ask questions. They only feed.” 

“Fine,” Marcus said, trying to hide the pain he was feeling. “Don’t believe 
me. But some of the questions were about you.” 

“You’re lying.” Screech continued to grin, but Marcus thought he saw a hint 
of unease in his captor’s big, dumb eyes. How confident was Screech that one 
day the unmakers wouldn’t turn on him? 

“They wanted to know about your magic,” Marcus continued. 

“My magic?” Screech paused for a moment before continuing to drag 
Marcus toward his cell. It was long enough for Marcus to see the worry on the 
creature’s revolting face. It gave him a newfound strength. 

He forced himself to smile. “They wanted to know if your magic was as 
strong as mine.” 

“Ridiculous,” the creature screeched, and Marcus understood how he’d 
gotten his name. “Of course my magic is stronger than yours. You can’t even do 
magic here. They won’t let you.” 

Marcus shrugged. “That’s not what they said. I got the feeling they were 
looking for someone to replace you.” 

“You’re making that up!” Screech shook him like a doll. Marcus felt his arms 
and legs nearly rip from the sockets, but he gritted his teeth and grinned through 
the pain. 

“Hey. I don’t even want the job,” Marcus replied. “But what could I say? My 
magic is stronger than yours. I couldn’t lie to them, could I?” 

By now they were back at Marcus’s cell. Screech threw Marcus to the 
ground in a fit of rage. “Pll show you magic. Pll burn you to the ground.” The 
towering creature pulled a crooked, black stick from the folds of his tattered 
clothes and pointed it at Marcus. 

Marcus held out his hands, afraid he had carried his taunting too far. “Think 
for a minute. What would the unmakers do to you if anything happened to me?” 

Screech continued to hold the wand wavering in front of him before finally 
lowering it. “You’re lying.” 

Marcus had only been trying to unnerve the nasty creature, but all at once a 
hint of a plan came to mind. It wasn’t much, but it was all he had. “There’s an 
easy way to prove it.” 

“How?” Screech asked with a suspicious glare. 

Marcus pointed to where Kyja was encased in her block of ice. “You try to 
cast a spell on her, and I’ Il try to stop it. Whoever wins has the strongest magic.” 

“The unmakers don’t want her touched,” Screech said. He gave a quick look 
over his shoulder. “They said she’s special.” 


“What’s the matter?” Marcus taunted. “Afraid they’ ll suck your magic away 
too?” 

“No! They wouldn’t. They promised.” Swinging his greasy hair out of his 
eyes, he started to push Marcus into his cell. 

“Wait,” Marcus said, twisting away. “It doesn’t have to be anything major. 
Just a little spell. Move her back a few inches. If I can’t stop you from doing it, 
Pl tell the unmakers you have the most powerful magic.” 

“You won’t,” the creature said. But from behind his mat of long, dirty hair, 
he seemed to be considering Marcus’s offer. 

“Pinky promise,” Marcus said. He reached up and hooked his pinky with 
Screech’s disgustingly-dirty little finger. 

“Pinky promise?” 

Marcus nodded. “It’s absolutely unbreakable.” 

“A little spell.” Screech picked at the tip of his chin with his long, black 
claws as though trying to figure out what Marcus was up to. 

“Tiny.” Marcus held his thumb and index finger a fraction of an inch apart. 

“All right,” Screech said at last. “One little spell. Then you go straight into 
your cell. And you pinky promise to tell the unmakers I have the strongest 
magic.” 

“If your spell works. You can’t expect me to lie if my magic is stronger.” 

“Tt isn’t,” Screech said. He pulled out his wand, pointed it at Kyja, and said 
something in a language Marcus didn’t understand. It sounded sort of like “deep- 
fried mayonnaise.” 

Nothing happened. 

Marcus folded his arms across his chest. “I was afraid of that. I guess your 
magic isn’t quite as powerful as you thought it was. I have no choice but to tell 
the unmakers.” 

Screech glared at him. “Let me try again.” 

“What’s the point?” Marcus asked. “It’s not going to change anything. You 
tried a spell. I blocked it.” 

“That wasn’t fair,” Screech said, stomping his big, hairy foot. “You tricked 
me. You wanted me to cast a simple spell so it would be easier for you to block.” 

Marcus pretended to yawn, infuriating the imposing creature before him. 
“Let’s face it. Your magic is weak. I’m surprised the unmakers even let you stick 
around.” 

“PII show you,” Screech said, holding his wand out before him with both 
hands. “Pll make her float up in the air, and you can’t stop me.” He shook his 
wand at Kyja and growled what sounded like “spinach-face librarian.” 

Again, nothing happened. 


Marcus put up his hand in a what-did-I-tell-you gesture. “Better luck next 
time,” he said, beginning to slide across the cold stone floor into his cell. 

“Get back here,” Screech said. He grabbed Marcus by the shoulder and 
pulled him out of his cell. “I can do it. I have stronger spells. Much stronger. 
Spells you can’t even imagine.” 

“I’m sorry,” Marcus said. “But we could be here all night trying new spells. 
It’s clear my magic is stronger than yours. Besides, I’m really hungry for some 
of that gray, library-paste stuff. So if you’ll just let me get back to my cell, PI 


“No,” Screech howled. He brought his wand down from above his head in a 
great, slashing stroke. “Srisket tromkin hasbrat kinstak!” 

Marcus rolled to the side as a huge ball of fire burst from the tip of Screech’s 
wand. It flew straight toward Kyja. But her immunity to magic reflected the 
spell. It hit the block of ice, shattered it into a million tiny pieces and bounced 
straight back at Screech. Before he could utter a word, the fireball knocked him 
off his feet, threw him across the corridor, and slammed him against the bars of 
the far cell, where he slid, unconscious, to the floor. 


Chapter 47 


Rhaidnan’s Hope 


Y ou have to wake up.” Marcus rubbed Kyja’s pale face. Her cheeks felt ice- 


cold, but at least she was breathing. Still, it had been almost ten minutes since 
Screech’s spell had shattered her frozen prison, and Marcus had no idea how 
long the creature would stay unconscious or when the unmakers might discover 
what had happened. He’d tried to drag Screech into one of the cells, but the body 
was too heavy for him to move so he just took his keys. 

“You’re going to be in big trouble when he comes to,” the man in the other 
cell said in the same tone of voice he might have commented on the temperature. 

“I’m not going to be here when he comes to,” Marcus said, turning back to 
Kyja. 

“You’ll never escape.” 

Marcus ignored him. “Come on, Kyja. You have to wake up.” He shook her 
shoulders, worried by the way her head wobbled loosely back and forth. But at 
last she gave a tiny moan, and her eyelids fluttered ever so slightly. 

“There are miles of caverns, and the unmakers are everywhere,” the man 
said, resting casually back on his elbows. 

Marcus shot an exasperated look over his shoulder. “If you’re so worried 
about it, why don’t you help me?” 

“Pm not worried,” the man said. “And I told you before—I don’t want to 
escape. I don’t want anything.” 

Marcus returned his attention to Kyja. The man was obviously beyond help. 
But even if what he said was true, Marcus wouldn’t go down without a fight— 
and he wouldn’t go anywhere without Kyja. “Can you hear me?” he said, leaning 
close to her face and rubbing his fingers over her cold hands. 

“Unh,” she groaned. Her eyes blinked, and Marcus thought he saw a spark of 
recognition. 

“Kyja,” he said, taking her face in his fingers. “It’s Marcus. You have to 
wake up. We have to get out of here.” 

“Marcus?” she said thickly. 

He tried to pull her up to a sitting position, but she flopped limply forward, 
banging her forehead against his. 

“Ow,” she said, rubbing her head. But the pain seemed to awaken her. She 


looked groggily around. “Where are we?” 

Marcus sighed with relief as Kyja sat up. “I don’t have time to tell you 
everything right now. But we’re in danger, and if we don’t get out of here soon, 
that thing over there is going to wake up, and we’ll never escape.” 

Kyja looked where Marcus pointed, and her eyes widened. “A cave trulloch.” 

“Ts that what it’s called?” Marcus said. “Well, whatever it is, it’s nothing 
compared to the unmakers it serves.” 

“Unmakers>?” Kyja got wobbly to her feet, gripping the bars of her cell for 
support. “Those aren’t real. They’re just make-believe creatures from scary 
stories people tell to frighten little children.” 

“Believe me,” Marcus said, “they’re real.” 

“Where’s Riph Raph?” Kyja asked. 

Marcus shrugged, afraid of what Screech might have done with the skyte. “I 
don’t know. But we have to get out of here.” 

Picking up his staff, he limped from Kyja’s cell, and after a moment, she 
followed him. “Who’s that man?” she said, peering into the cell across the 
corridor. 

“He’s a prisoner, too,” Marcus said. “But he’s too far gone to come with us.” 
He glanced anxiously at the trulloch, who was beginning to make small, jerking 
motions. 

“We can’t just leave him here,” she said, sounding completely awake for the 
first time. 

“T offered to set him free,” Marcus said. He showed her the key ring he’d 
taken. “But he won’t leave.” 

Screech moaned, and Marcus jumped. “Come on. We have to go.” 

Kyja took the keys from Marcus and unlocked the man’s cell door. He 
watched without much interest as she knelt before him. “Don’t you want to 
escape with us?” she asked, looking over his disgusting quarters. “You can’t 
want to stay here.” 

“Don’t care either way,” the man replied. He picked at his teeth with his 
fingernail. 

“The unmakers have sucked all the emotions out of him,” Marcus said, 
keeping an eye on the trulloch. “We have to leave him before it’s too late.” 

While Kyja brushed the filthy hair from the man’s eyes and gazed into his 
face, Marcus looked anxiously down the corridor. Who knew how close the 
unmakers might be? 

“Don’t I know you?” Kyja suddenly asked. 

“Don’t know. Don’t care,” the man sighed. 

“Ky-ja,” Marcus pleaded. 


“I do know you,” Kyja said. “You’re Rhaidnan Everwood. You disappeared 
months ago on a hunting trip.” 

The man blinked, but still showed no sign of moving. “If you say so.” 

Screech flopped an arm heavily against the stone floor. He could wake up at 
any minute. 

“He’s not going to come,” Marcus said. “We have to leave, Kyja, or we’ll 
end up just like him.” 

Kyja took the man’s face in her hands and forced him to look into her eyes. 
“Your wife is Char. I tended your son and daughter, Rhaidnan Jr. and Paloi, 
while your wife looked for work.” 

All at once a spark of interest seemed to flicker in the man’s eyes, and he sat 
up. “Char?” 

“She was crushed when you didn’t return,” Kyja said, taking his hand. “You 
can’t tell me you don’t care about your own wife and children.” 

As if waking from a dream, Rhaidnan got slowly to his feet. “I. . . I do care 
about them,” he said—seemingly amazed at the discovery. “I do.” 

Rhaidnan blinked, rubbing his eyes and looking around uncertainly, as 
though trying to remember where he was. 

Screech babbled incoherently, and his eyes blinked. 

“Quickly,” Rhaidnan said, grabbing the cave trulloch’s arms. “Help me get 
him into the cell.” 

Kyja and Rhaidnan took Screech by the arms, with Marcus helping out the 
best he could. Together the three of them strained to drag the trulloch into 
Rhaidnan’s cell. 

“Wh-wh-” Screech muttered as Rhaidnan dropped him on the hard, stone 
floor. 

Marcus swung the door closed and turned the key in the lock. 

“See how you like it in there,” Rhaidnan said. “And I don’t think you’ll be 
needing this anymore.” He snapped the black stick he’d taken from Screech over 
his knee. 

“Can he still cast magic without his wand?” Kyja asked. 

“Td rather not find out,” Rhaidnan said. 

“We need to go now,” Marcus said. How long would it take before the 
unmakers realized something was wrong? 

Rhaidnan flung the broken pieces of the wand into Marcus’s old cell, and he 
and Kyja jogged down the corridor with Marcus hurrying to keep up. 

They had just reached the first side passage when they heard the rattling of 
bars behind them, and an inhuman scream echoing through the cavern. Marcus 
glanced up at Kyja and Rhaidnan. “I think Screech just woke up.” 


Chapter 48 


The Cave Maze 


Which way?” Kyja asked, checking left and right. Both of the damp tunnels 


looked equally forbidding. 

“We went that way when Screech took me to the unmakers,” Marcus said 
looking to the left. “Let’s go right.” 

“What do the unmakers look like?” Kyja asked as they hurried along the 
uneven stone floor. 

“They’re sort of invisible,” Marcus said, without stopping. 

“Invisible?” Kyja paused as they reached another intersecting passage. “How 
can we avoid something we can’t see?” 

“We’ll have to deal with that when we come to it,” Marcus said. He checked 
the side corridors before finally pointing straight ahead. “Keep going.” 

But only a few seconds later, Rhaidnan skidded to a halt, gripping Marcus 
and Kyja by the shoulders. “We need to turn back,” he said, raising his nose to 
the air. “Do you smell that?” 

Kyja sniffed. “Spoiled fruit.” 

“T remember it,” Marcus said. “From the big chamber.” 

Rhaidnan nodded. “It’s the unmakers. The caverns all smell that way, but it 
gets stronger the closer they are.” 

They returned to the previous intersection. Rhaidnan shook his head. “I’ve 
never been this way.” 

In the distance they heard another howl echo through the cavern—this one 
closer. “Sounds like Screech got loose,” Marcus said. 

Making the decision for them, Kyja turned right. They hurried down a 
sloping passage. Marcus was breathing hard, his staff slipping on the wet floor as 
he tried to keep up. Kyja still felt dizzy and a little sick to her stomach from 
being trapped between worlds, but Rhaidnan finally looked alive. 

At the next intersection, Rhaidnan sniffed the air in both directions. “Left,” 
he said at once. 

“Wait,” Marcus called as they rounded a rock outcropping. 

“What is it?” Kyja peered up and down the corridor, not knowing what to 
look for, but afraid of seeing it anyway. 

“Why don’t we just go back to Earth? I’m sure the Dark Circle has moved on 


by now.” 

“And leave Rhaidnan here alone?” 

“No.” Marcus slapped the stone wall in excitement. “We can take him with 
us.” 

“Earth?” Rhaidnan asked, clearly confused by their conversation. 

Kyja considered Marcus’s plan. It made sense. The unmakers could discover 
them any minute. And even if they managed to escape the unmakers’ lair, they’d 
be stuck back on the side of the mountain. 

But something about it didn’t feel right. 

“TI...” She rubbed her temples, trying to clear her mind. “I don’t think we 
can.” 

“Can what?” 

Kyja shook her head. “I don’t think we can take him to Ert with us. I know 
we took Riph Raph, but this feels different, somehow. It’s like Riph Raph is a 
part of us and Rhaidnan’s . . . not. If we jump, I think he’ll be left behind.” 

“Pm not sure I understand what you’re taking about,” Rhaidnan said. The 
emaciated hunter rubbed his bony hand across the chest of his tattered shirt. “But 
if you two have some sort of magic that will let you escape this forsaken place, 
don’t stop on my account. I’m probably going to die here anyway, but at least I’ Il 
die a free man because of you two. Don’t worry about me. Just go.” 

Kyja and Marcus looked at each other. 

“No,” they said together. 

“We’re not going to leave you,” Kyja said. 

“We’ll find a way to get us all out of this,” Marcus added, shaking his hair 
out of his eyes. 

All at once, the air filled with the smell of rotten fruit, accompanied by a wet, 
slithering sound, and Screech’s voice sounded behind them. “This way!” 

“Run,” Marcus said, and the three of them hurried down to where the tunnel 
split into a fork. The sound of Screech’s pounding feet was getting closer behind 
them, accompanied by the ominous squelching of one or more unmakers. 

“Are you all right?” Kyja shouted, glancing back at Marcus, who was 
beginning to fall behind. 

He nodded without stopping and gasped, “Keep going.” 

Rhaidnan pointed to a trail of brackish, black fluid on the floor to the right. 
“This way,” he said, going to the left. 

For the next few minutes, they followed Rhaidnan—taking rights and lefts 
almost at random until none of them had any idea where they were. The sound of 
Screech and the unmakers continued to draw ever closer, and Marcus was 
lagging behind. Seeing the way Marcus’s arms and legs were trembling, Kyja 


wasn’t sure how long he’d be able to keep going. 

“Left,” Rhaidnan said as they reached a three-way intersection. Kyja began 
to follow the hunter up a particularly steep passage before looking back and 
realizing Marcus wasn’t coming. He was leaning against the wall at the bottom 
of the hill, gasping for breath. 

“Keep .. . going,” he wheezed when Kyja went back for him. Screech’s 
howling echoed off the cavern walls, making it impossible to tell just how close 
he was, but the sound was deafening. 

“No.” Kyja leaned down and drew his arm around her shoulder, trying to 
help him up the hill. 

“I can’t do it!” he cried as they both nearly fell over. “I’m... too... weak. 
Go on, before they ... catch... both... of us.” 

“Not without you,” Kyja said, trying to ignore the wet snuffling sound of the 
unmakers. She strained against Marcus’s weight, and without any warning, he 
was lifted from her grasp. 

It was Rhaidnan. He had returned to take Marcus from the other side. 
Between him and Kyja, they drag-walked Marcus up the passage. Rounding the 
comer at the top, all three of them gasped. 

It was a dead end. The passage stopped cold in a wall of collapsed rocks and 
debris. 

“Back!” Rhaidnan shouted. He led them down the passage to the 
intersection. 

“They’re too close,” Marcus said. “Leave me.” Screech sounded like he was 
right on top of them. 

Rhaidnan sniffed the air. He glanced left and right. “Their smell is every—” 
His words were cut off by a wavering of air to their left. 

“Don’t look!” Marcus shouted. But it was too late. 

Kyja turned, and the world she knew collapsed before her like a house of 
cards crashing to the ground. Where once there had been a long, dank tunnel and 
the sound of voices around her, now there was nothing but blackness with a swirl 
of colors spinning into the middle of it. 

Kyja’s mouth dropped open in rapt wonder. Nothing was real. Everything up 
until this instant—Master Therapass, the Goodnuffs, Riph Raph, Marcus—had 
all been a dream. The only thing that mattered was darkness, because in the end, 
everything turned to darkness. Everything was unmade. 

What she thought of as her life was all an illusion. No matter how much you 
fought against it, this was all you had to look forward to in the end. There was 
no point in even trying to struggle. Why not give in to it? 

“Yes,” she said, nodding her head. “I understand now. All a dream.” The 


darkness gave a slow-beating thrum that seemed to match the beating of her 
heart. In the distance, she heard faint sounds. But they were far away and 
unimportant. All of her worries, all of her cares, slipped from her as she began to 
walk toward the swirling colors. 
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For Marcus, everything seemed to happen at once. Rhaidnan was sniffing the 
air, looking uncertainly in all directions. The smell of rotten fruit was 
everywhere, and the strange configuration of the cavern walls made it impossible 
to know where the wet snuffling sounds were coming from. 

Marcus heard Kyja suck in her breath, and he followed her gaze down the 
left passageway. 

“Don’t look!” he shouted, averting his eyes. But it was too late. Kyja stared 
dumbly down the tunnel toward the unmaker. Her mouth moved silently as if she 
were speaking to the repugnant creature, and her feet began to move toward it. 
Marcus grabbed onto her arm, but she dragged herself forward with a strength 
he’d never imagined she had. 

At that moment, Screech rounded the comer, his eyes bright with fury. 
Behind him, the air thickened and swirled. 

“Got you!” Screech howled. He stretched his black-clawed fingers toward 
Marcus, but before he could touch him, something blurred through the air and 
bounced off the trulloch’s ridged forehead. 

“Urrgh,” Screech cried, stumbling backward. Rhaidnan reached to the 
ground, picked up a second rock, and hurled it. This one caught Screech directly 
in the front of his throat, and he fell to his knees. Instantly, Rhaidnan darted 
forward, clasped his fingers together and brought his fists down on the trulloch’s 
head. Screech crumpled to the ground. 

But right behind him were a swarm of unmakers. The air was heavy with 
their foul stench, and the sound of their wet movement filled the passage. 

Keeping his gaze low, Marcus turned to the left where Kyja was almost 
halfway to the unmaker, and to the right which was the only option left to them. 

“Take Kyja,” he said to Rhaidnan. 

The hunter motioned toward her. “It’s too late.” 

“No!” Marcus screamed. Kyja had nearly reached the unmakers. He had to 
stop her. It was all his fault. If it weren’t for his stupid, crippled body, Kyja and 
Rhaidnan would have escaped. He needed to divert the unmakers’ attention if 
Rhaidnan and Kyja were to have any chance. And he knew only one way to do 
that. 


Understanding the consequences all too well, he stretched back his head, 
clenched his fist, and let raw magic flow from him. Immediately, he felt the 
terrible ripping sensation he’d experienced in the chamber. A cold, wet hand 
seemed to ram itself down his throat, grabbing at his insides and ripping them 
out. 

“Aaargh!” he screamed. The pain was unbearable. Maybe it was because 
there were more of them feeding, or maybe it was that he hadn’t opened himself 
up this way last time, but his entire body lifted off the floor and slammed back 
down again and again. At least the unmakers had stopped coming toward 
Rhaidnan and Kyja. 

He managed to turn his head to see Rhaidnan holding Kyja. She was 
struggling, but Rhaidnan held her tightly, the muscles on his thin arms straining. 

Go, Marcus mouthed. 

The hunter shook his head—his dark eyes filled with horror. 

Marcus’s head slammed against the stone floor, and the world went gray 
around him. 

“Go!” he cried with the last of his strength. 

Suddenly he felt a hand close around his wrist. He looked up to see Rhaidnan 
clutching the struggling Kyja in one arm and pulling Marcus with the other. He 
didn’t know how the hunter still had the strength, but his face was set in grim 
determination. “For Char and the kids,” Rhaidnan growled. 

The unmakers cried out with rage, and although the pain still racked his 
body, Marcus felt it lessen slightly with distance. 

“An opening!” Rhaidnan cried as they rounded a bend. 

Marcus turned his head and saw a flash of clear blue sky. 

Behind them, the sound of the unmakers drew closer. But now the smell of 
fresh air was strong. 

The hunter gave a final lunge, and Marcus squinted at the bright light all 
around him. 

“We made—” Rhaidnan began to shout, but all at once his words cut off, and 
Marcus felt the grip on his wrist relax. 

Marcus turned to see what Rhaidnan was looking at, and his muscles went 
limp. They were outside the caverns, but the passageway they’d followed ended 
less than a dozen feet from the cave entrance in a sheer cliff that dropped 
thousands of feet. 

Behind them, the sounds of the unmakers were unmistakable. In front of 
them was a drop that could only mean their deaths. As if that were not enough, 
he turned to the right and saw a creature that could only exist in nightmares. 

Floating in the air less than a hundred feet from the edge of the cliff was a 


huge, fur-covered beast. Its silver head was easily as big as the cab of a semi and 
filled with sharp teeth. A ridge of bony horns taller than Rhaidnan crowned its 
enormous head, and its long neck stretched back to a body with six sets of legs 
ending in wicked talons. Wings that seemed to stretch forever beat the air in 
wide, ground-shaking strokes. 

“No-o-o-o,” the hunter moaned. His legs seemed to give out beneath him, 
and he dropped to the ground, still clutching Kyja in his arms. 

The creature stretched its jaws wide, gave out an air-shattering roar, and sent 
a stream of icy-blue breath directly at the trio. 


Chapter 49 


The Frost Pinnois 


The cone of frigid breath passed close enough to Marcus’s head to raise 


crystals of ice on the tips of his hair. But as it passed harmlessly over him, he 
heard a roar of pain come from the cavern behind, and his feeling of being 
drained disappeared at once. 

“Down!” a voice shouted. 

Marcus looked up in time to see a small, blue head rise into the air above the 
furry beast. It was dwarfed by the silver creature, but Marcus recognized it 
immediately. It was Riph Raph. 

“Cover your heads,” the skyte cried. 

Without any further warning, the giant winged creature flew over them 
directly at the cave’s opening. Marcus pressed his face to the ground—tucking 
his head under his arm as the air buffeted him from all sides. Beside him, 
Rhaidnan did the same, protecting Kyja with his body. 

Marcus peeked through his fingers and watched the silver beast turn in 
midair. Its long tail—studded with sharp, blue spikes—swung in a wide arc, 
slashing a deep gash into the side of the mountain. Dirt, rock, and snow cascaded 
downward in an enormous cloud of debris. 

Dumbstruck, Marcus waved the dust away from his face. The cave opening 
was gone—as completely buried as if it had never existed. For a moment he 
thought he saw a bent figure climb from the pile of rocks and snow, and his 
stomach froze. But when he looked again, the rocky shelf was empty, and he 
realized nothing could have escaped. 

“That should hold them,” the creature said, landing on an outward-jutting 
spire of rock. It shook its long tail, sending a spray of dirt and snow out over the 
side of the cliff. “Foul creatures. Perhaps Pll come back later and dig them out. 
It would give me a great deal of pleasure to hunt them down one by one.” 

“Then you’re not going to. . . kill us?” Marcus asked, a tremor in his voice. 

As the creature cocked its head and scratched behind its ear with one of its 
six legs, Marcus realized that what he had taken for fur was actually a thick coat 
of fine, tiny ice crystals. The ice covered the creature from the tip of its tail all 
the way up to a narrow beard growing from the end of its chin. After a closer 
look, the spikes on its tail seemed to be deadly-sharp icicles. 


The creature opened its enormous mouth in a wide grin, revealing all its 
teeth. “Kill you? Not today. I’ve already eaten my quota of humans for the 
week.” 

Marcus gasped, and Rhaidnan’s face paled visibly. 

“Tt’s a joke,” Riph Raph said, fluttering his wings as he landed beside Kyja. 
“Zhethar doesn’t eat humans.” He glanced up into the creature’s gaping mouth, 
unsure. “You don’t, do you?” 

The silver beast only blinked its large, fathomless eyes. 

Marcus sat up gingerly. He was covered in a layer of dirt and snow, and his 
muscles ached. But at least he was alive. Nearby, Kyja was rubbing her eyes and 
looking around in a daze, as if unsure of how she’d come to be there. Rhaidnan 
stood protectively at their sides, his right hand clasping and unclasping at his hip 
where he might have normally carried a sword. 

“Are you a dragon?” Marcus asked, trying to hide his nervousness. 

“A dragon?” The creature gouged its rocky perch with a set of glimmering 
claws and swished its tail disdainfully. “Silly little fire- breathing lizards who are 
entirely too full of themselves.” 

Marcus glanced at Riph Raph, who wisely kept his thoughts to himself for 
once. 

“I am Zhethar, a pinnois—a frost pinnois, to be precise. Noblest of all flying 
creatures. Long before dragons took to the sky, the pinnois ruled the heavens.” It 
shook its head, fluffing itself until Marcus thought it resembled nothing more 
than a giant, frozen pincushion. 

Finally having regained her bearings, Kyja picked up Riph Raph and hugged 
him tightly to her chest. “How did you ever find us?” she asked the skyte. 

Riph Raph raised his floppy ears and spread his wings. “It was really quite 
simple. As soon as I saw you were captured, I devised a plan to break you out 
from the unmakers. Of course, I knew you would—” 

His story was interrupted by a pointed cough from the frost pinnois, and 
Riph Raph quickly glanced over his shoulder. “Well, I was working on coming 
up with a plan, when Zhethar arrived looking for you. And together .. .” he 
glanced up at the pinnois, who nodded, before continuing. “Together, we found 
the opening of the unmakers’ lair.” 

Kyja scratched Riph Raph behind the ears, and he arched his back with 
pleasure. “I’m glad you did. ” She looked up at Zhethar. “But how could you 
possibly have come looking for us? You don’t even know who we are.” 

“On the contrary,” the pinnois said, with an air of great formality, “I know 
exactly who you are, Kyja. I also know your friend Marcus and your companion 
Riph Raph. I was sent to find you by the Fontasians.” 


“The Fontasians?” Marcus asked. It sounded sort of like an all-girl rock 
band. 
Zhethar nodded. “You may know them better as water elementals.” 
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For a moment no one said a word. Then Marcus and Kyja began babbling 
over the top of each other. 

“Water elementals?” 

“From Water Keep?” 

“Can you take us there?” 

“Have you seen Master Therapass?” 

Zhethar waved a long-taloned foot. “Now, now. One question at a time, 
children.” 

“Go ahead,” Marcus said to Kyja. 

“How could the water elementals possibly know about us?” she asked. 

“The Fontasians see everything,” the pinnois said. “They have eyes in every 
river, stream, and lake. Every puddle is a messenger. Even the drops of rain and 
morning dew whisper back to them what they see. They’ve known about you 
since you first started out on your quest. As a creature of frozen water, they sent 
me to find you.” 

“What about Master Therapass?” Marcus asked. “The wizard. Do you know 
where he is? If he’s safe?” 

Zhethar shook his bearded face. “The Fontasians said nothing about a 
wizard. I was sent to retrieve the two of you and your skyte. Now I suppose PI 
have to bring your friend as well.” 

Rhaidnan stood up straight. “These water elementals. What do they want 
with us?” 

“Nothing,” Zhethar said, as if it should have been clear. “They want nothing 
to do with you.” 

Marcus scratched his head. “But if the water elem—I mean the Fontasians 
want nothing to do with us, why did they send you to bring us to Water Keep?” 

The pinnois rolled its huge eyes. “Did I say anything about taking you to 
Water Keep? The Fontasians did not send me to bring you to them. They sent me 
to take you back to Terra ne Staric. They heard of your quest and refuse to meet 
with you.” 


Chapter 50 


City Walls 


Come along.” The frost pinnois climbed down from its perch and lowered 


its wing to the ground. “Get on my back. Wrap your cloaks tightly about you— 
and hurry. I’m afraid it’s going to be a bit of a cold ride, but we’ve got to be 
moving if you want to reach home before sunset.” 

Rhaidnan began to crawl up onto the long, icy wing, but Marcus and Kyja 
met eyes quickly before turning as one toward Zhethar. 

“We’re not going anywhere with you,” Kyja said, folding her arms across her 
chest. 

“Pardon me?” Zhethar asked, tilting his silvery head. 

“We’re not turning back,” Marcus said. 

The pinnois rubbed the top of its head with one leg in a surprisingly human 
expression of confusion. “I’m afraid you don’t understand. You have no choice 
in the matter. The Fontasians knew you had come all this way on a pointless 
errand. They sent me to take you back to your home.” 

“Then you’ve wasted your time,” Marcus said. “Thanks for rescuing us. I’m 
sure Rhaidnan will appreciate a ride back to his wife and family. But we are 
going to Water Keep.” 

Rhaidnan stopped halfway up the pinnois’s wing. Zhethar looked from 
Marcus and Kyja to the sheer drop-off. “This is foolish. You’ll never find the 
Fontasians on your own. And even if you did, they won t meet with you.” 

Kyja turned her back on the pinnois, and Marcus did the same. “Good-bye,” 
she said, waving over her shoulder. “Tell Char hi for me.” 

Rhaidnan shrugged his shoulders at Zhethar before climbing back down. 
“Tm with them.” 

The pinnois stomped two of its huge feet, rattling the ledge. “I’m taking you 
back to Terra ne Staric, whether you like it or not.” 

Marcus turned slowly, his blue eyes glittering, and set his staff in the snowy 
ground. “That might not be as easy as you think.” 

Kyja stood beside him, resting one hand on his shoulder. A moment later, 
Rhaidnan joined them, his calloused hands closed into fists. Riph Raph looked 
from the furious black eyes of the frost pinnois to Kyja and Marcus’s determined 
faces, before gulping and flying across to land on Kyja’s shoulder. 


Zhethar bared his glittering teeth in a menacing-looking grin. “And how do 
you propose to get off this cliff on your own?” 

Kyja and Marcus examined their surroundings. The cave entrance was now 
impassably buried beneath snow and rock. And even if it wasn’t, the unmakers 
were still inside somewhere. Marcus edged toward the drop-off. His stomach 
turned somersaults as he looked out over the sheer cliff that fell straight down 
into empty space. 

“Maybe we should reconsider,” Riph Raph said, eyeing the pinnois, as it 
lashed its long tail angrily back and forth, sending snow and rock over the edge 
of the cliff. 

But Kyja—who had been exploring the side of the mountain close to where 
Marcus thought he’d seen movement earlier—pointed out a small crevice in the 
rock. “Over here,” she called. “It’s a trail.” 

“Trail” is too strong of a word, Marcus thought as he walked up beside her. 
No more than a foot and a half wide, the tiny lip of rock she pointed at was 
covered with a treacherous layer of snow and ice. It led out of sight around a 
ridge of bare rock. But who knew if it even went any farther. 

Before he could voice his concerns, though, Kyja was stepping out onto the 
ledge. “Follow me,” she said, as if they were heading out for a summer picnic— 
as if she didn’t have a clue that the first big gust of wind could pluck her from 
the side of the mountain and send her plummeting to her death. 

For the first time since he’d met her, Marcus seriously considered not 
following her lead. The ledge was bad enough for someone with two good legs. 
But with his staff, he’d be lucky to make it ten feet before his strength gave out. 
But when she turned back to look at him, and he saw the confidence in her dark- 
green eyes, he found himself edging along behind her. Before he had gone two 
steps, a strong hand clamped onto his left arm, helping him keep his balance, and 
he turned to see Rhaidnan standing beside him. 

“Piece of cake,” the hunter said. 

Back on the cliff, Zhethar bared his teeth and gave an air-shattering growl. 
His claws ripped at the rock and ice. Marcus was sure they were goners. He 
knew he didn’t have enough magic to stop a twig if the Pinnois attacked. 

“Stop!” the pinnois blurted at last. 

“You’ll take us to Water Keep?” Kyja asked. 

“No. I can’t. But you’!l never make it down the side of the mountain alive.” 

“What do you care?” Kyja asked, and Marcus thought he saw the same 
gleam in her eye that he’d seen when she was negotiating with the man in the 
pawn shop. “The only thing that matters to you is stopping us from reaching 
Water Keep. You should be glad if we fall. It would make your job that much 


easier.” 

“And have your deaths on my head?” Zethar scratched behind one ear, his 
cold eyes softening. “A frost pinnois is not a beast. We have feelings too. And 
we live much longer with those feelings than you humans.” 

“Well?” Kyja said, folding her arms. “If you won’t take us to Water Keep, 
you leave us no choice but to go on our own.” She turned as if to continue along 
the face of the cliff. 

“Fine!” the creature snarled. “Come back. I’ll take you to Water Keep. You 
can wait outside the gates until you all die of old age. It won’t do you any good. 
You’ ll never get inside.” 

“Thank you,” Kyja said, flashing her brightest smile. “We accept.” 
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Lighting sizzled through the black clouds that had been growing thicker for 
the last half hour. Thunder rattled the air, making the pinnois’s ice crystals 
chatter and jangle against one another like the prisms of a chandelier. 

“The Fontasians are not happy,” Zhethar growled as he tilted his wings, 
dropping lower in the sky. 

Clutching his staff tightly, Marcus shifted and tried to get a peek over the 
side of pinnois’s body. But all he could make out was an occasional glimpse of 
flat bare ground through the silvery mist that beaded against his cheeks and 
forehead. Quickly he pulled his head back, tucking his face against his chest. All 
of their cloaks were damp from the thick fog, and their clothing crackled with 
ice wherever the material touched the pinnois’s body. Even Riph Raph was 
curled miserably into a teal-blue ball, his beak hidden beneath his tail and his 
breath rising in small, white puffs. 

“Are we close then?” Kyja asked through chattering teeth. 

In answer, the pinnois dropped completely out of the clouds, and for the first 
time Marcus could see the endless glimmering surface of Lake Aeternus. He’d 
never seen a body of water so large before. Like pictures of the ocean he’d 
studied on the pages of magazines, it seemed to stretch out endlessly. Waves 
rolled toward the shore in long, white-tipped lines as though some giant, unseen 
hand was running its fingers through the water. 

“Oh, look!” Kyja called out, raising her hand. “Have you ever seen anything 
so beautiful?” 

Marcus followed her pointing finger, and his mouth dropped in wonderment. 

Ever since Olden had mentioned the water elementals, Marcus had wondered 
what Water Keep might look like. He’d pictured everything from a bunch of 


transparent domes to an actual underwater city like the Disney movie with all the 
merpeople. But what he was looking at was so different from anything he’d ever 
imagined, it was hard for his mind to grasp it. 

All along, he’d assumed Water Keep would be under the water. And part of 
the city was under the water. At least he thought it was. Along the border of the 
lake—where land and water blurred together—he could just make out shapes 
beneath the lake’s choppy surface. 

But the city didn’t stop there. He could only catch glimpses through the mist, 
but it looked like as the waves met land, they rose up into fantastical towers and 
spiraling staircases. Narrow walkways arched high into the air on carved pillars. 
A moment later, the walkways and towers washed away as if they’d never 
existed. But with the next wave, they were back again. 

The buildings and arches glimmered in and out of focus as if they were made 
of nothing more substantial than soap bubbles. The only thing which remained 
solid was a thick, gray wall of mist which appeared to surround the city on all 
sides. 

Kneeling on the pinnois’s broad back between Marcus and Kyja, Rhaidnan 
swallowed. “I never would have thought such a place could exist.” 

“Look well,” Zhethar said, annoyance clear in his rumbling voice. “It’s the 
last time you’ll see inside those walls.” 

Riph Raph studied the city with a mischievous glint in his eyes, but Zhethar 
glared back at him as though reading the skyte’s mind. “Don’t think about it, 
insect. Even I can not fly inside. You would be swatted out of the air the moment 
you tried.” 

Kyja tucked Riph Raph beneath her arm. “Thank you for bringing us here.” 

The pinnois shook its massive head as it circled toward the ground. “I do you 
no favors. It is a long journey back to Terra ne Staric—one filled with greater 
dangers every passing day. And the Fontasians care nothing for the doings of 
humans. They will let you die outside the walls of their city without blinking an 
eye.” 

“Tf they don’t care about humans, why did they send you to get us in the first 
place?” Marcus asked. 

“The Fontasians do not answer to me.” Zhethar gave Marcus an irritated look 
before dropping to the ground in what seemed like an intentionally hard landing. 
Muddy water splashed high into the air as the pinnois’s talons sunk into the 
marshy grass. 

“This is your last chance,” Zhethar said. “Ask, and I will take you back to 
Terra ne Staric. Stay, and you are on your own. I will not return no matter how 
great your need, and despite what you might think, the Fontasians will not open 


their walls to you.” 

Marcus glanced toward Kyja, who gave a tiny shake of her head. “Thanks 
for the warning,” he said. “But this is where we need to be.” 

“Very well.” The pinnois extended one great silver wing to the ground, and 
Marcus and Kyja began to climb off. When Rhaidnan tried to follow, however, 
Kyja held out her hand. 

“You’re not coming with us.” 

Rhaidnan stared at her—first in surprise, then in anger. “You saved my life. 
I’m not leaving two children here all alone.” 

Marcus thought he had never felt less like a child. He might still be thirteen, 
but the events of the past two weeks had changed him. He still didn’t know what 
he was doing, still didn’t feel up to the task Master Therapass had put on his 
shoulders, but the days when he’d been frightened by someone like Chet and his 
friends were long gone. 

“Whatever we have to do here is for us alone,” he said. “You need to return 
to your wife and children.” 

“You’re sure?” Rhaidnan looked back and forth between the two of them. 

Kyja nodded. “Char’s spent enough time without you.” 

The thought of his wife finally seemed to make the decision for him. 
Rhaidnan swept the two of them into his arms—somehow managing to trap Riph 
Raph, who sputtered and squawked. “I won’t forget you,” he said, tears spilling 
down his gaunt cheeks. “If there’s anything I can ever do for you . . . anything.” 

A minute later, Kyja helped Marcus to the ground, and the twosome watched 
as the pinnois prepared to take flight. 

“You won’t change your mind?” Zhethar asked. Marcus and Kyja shook their 
heads in unison. 

“You won’t get in,” he said, blinking his big, dark eyes. “But if you 
somehow manage to, be careful. Elementals do not think the same way as other 
creatures. They view the world in a way we can’t even comprehend.” 

With its warning given, the pinnois spread out its long, silver wings, 
launched itself into the air with all six legs, and rose into the sky. 

Standing side by side, Kyja and Marcus waved to Rhaidnan until he and 
Zhethar were only a tiny black speck. 

Then, once again, they were alone. 

Marcus eyed the high wall of swirling, bluish-green mist which now blocked 
any view of the city. Kyja pressed her foot into the soft ground, watching as her 
footprint slowly filled with brownish water. 

Riph Raph spied an insect scurrying up a blade of grass. With a chameleon- 
like dart of his head, he snatched the insect in his beak and swallowed. He 


cocked his head toward Kyja. “So. What now?” 
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Chapter 51 


Something Fishy 


Are you sure this is such a good idea?” Kyja asked. She and Marcus stood 


at the edge of the mist. Staring into its depths, she could almost imagine things 
moving just beneath the fog’s rippling surface. 

“Of course it’s not a good idea. He came up with it,” Riph Raph said from 
his perch on Kyja’s shoulder. 

Kyja could tell Marcus had been making a special effort to be nicer to Riph 
Raph, since the skyte had been at least partially responsible for their rescue from 
the unmakers. She could see the effort it took him to keep from saying 
something rude back. 

Marcus pressed his lips together and tightened his grip on his staff. “Do you 
have a better plan?” 

“Wait for Master Therapass,” Riph Raph said at once. “The wizard will 
know what to do.” 

“How long do you want to wait?” Marcus asked. “Hours? Days? Weeks? 
Maybe you hadn’t noticed, but we can’t eat bugs like you. And I’m not all that 
excited about the idea of sleeping in this muddy field. Besides, even if Master 
Therapass does show up, what makes you think he’d know any more about this 
than we do?” 

Riph Raph started to open his beak, but Kyja shushed him by placing a hand 
on the back of his ridged neck. “Marcus is right. We have to do something.” She 
glanced in the direction they’d come from, where even the mountains were no 
longer visible, wishing she knew what had happened to the wizard. 

Putting most of his weight on his left leg, Marcus poked the tip of his staff 
into the mist. “Zhethar said we couldn’t get through the wall, but it doesn’t seem 
to be solid. Maybe there’s something else we don’t know about.” 

“Maybe the Fontasians want you to go into the mist,” Riph Raph said. 
“Maybe there’s something inside waiting to—” He snapped his beak closed with 
a sharp clack, making his point all too clearly. 

As if to confirm the skyte’s suspicion, a splash came from a small river a few 
hundred yards to the east, which disappeared into the mist. Kyja turned quickly, 
and for a split second thought she saw something disappear into the fog. 

“Just a fish,” Marcus said. But his face was ashen. 


“T guess,” Kyja agreed. Still, she had the feeling something was watching her 
from inside the swirling, blue-green curtain. Out of the corner of her eye she 
could almost see a curious face, watching and waiting. 

“Well, it’s not like they’re about to invite us in,” she said. “If we’re going to 
do this, I’d like to get it over with before dark.” 

“Right.” Marcus wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his 
hand. “I can feel ahead with my staff. Kyja, you take my shoulder.” He glared at 
Riph Raph. “You can wait out here if you’re too scared.” 

The skyte flapped his ears. “Think I’d let her go in alone with you?” 

Kyja took Marcus’s arm. Beneath the damp of his cloak she could feel him 
shivering ever so slightly. In a way it was reassuring to know that he was just as 
scared as she was. She gave his shoulder a squeeze and followed him. 

Watching Marcus disappear into the moving curtain of fog was like seeing 
him swallowed by some great beast. One minute he was there, and the next 
minute he was gone. Even though she was still holding his arm, she couldn’t see 
any sign of him at all. As first her wrist and then her elbow disappeared along 
with him, it was all she could do to keep from letting go of his shoulder and 
pulling back. 

Then she was inside as well. She quickly realized night wouldn’t have made 
any difference. She couldn’t see a thing. It was like wearing a strip of blue cloth 
wrapped over her eyes. 

“Tt smells strange,” Marcus remarked. “Sort of fishy.” 

His voice sounded oddly distant, and echoed as though it were coming from 
the bottom of a canyon. Kyja sniffed the air. It did smell like fish, but it also 
smelled dank, reminding her a little of the unmakers’ caves. 

Besides its smell, the mist also had an unpleasant feel to it: a cold, oily 
texture that made her grip on Marcus’s shoulder seem slippery and uncertain. As 
she tightened her fingers, Marcus stopped moving. 

“What... was... that?” he said. His words had a strange gargley sound to 
them. Kyja pictured someone trying to speak through a mouthful of water. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked, all at once wishing they’d waited outside after 
all. 

“thaw... heard... some—” 

Heard what? Why was it so hard to understand him? Kyja strained to listen. 
There was nothing but the ragged sound of her own breathing, heavy and damp, 
as she inhaled the wet air. 

Then, all at once, she did hear a sound—like the babbling of a stream. 
Outside the wall, she’d seen a slow-moving river which flowed into the lake, but 
it was nowhere near the place they’d entered into the mist. As she concentrated 


on the sound, it changed—no longer a brook, but a little girl’s laughter. Not a 
happy laugh, but the teasing giggle of a child playing a practical joke. 

“Who’s there?” Kyja called. 

The giggle floated through the mist coming first from in front, then from 
behind. 

“I don’t like this,” Riph Raph said, pressing his beak against the side of 
Kyja’s face. 

“T don’t, either.” Kyja tried to pull Marcus toward her but couldn’t get a 
tighter grip on the slippery cloth of his cloak. 

“We need to go back!” Kyja shouted. She tried to close her hand around 
Marcus’s arm, but suddenly he was jerked out of her grasp. 

“Marcus!” she screamed, stumbling deeper into the mist, waving her arms 
before her. 

For a moment she thought she could hear him calling her name. “Kyja? Ky- 
ja!” 

But the heavy mist made it impossible to tell where the sound had come from 
or if it had been him at all. She started to her left, turned and went back to the 
right. Cupping her hands to her mouth, she cried, “Marcus! Where are you?” 

There was no answer. 

“Riph Raph, can you see anything?” She reached up to her shoulder, where a 
moment before the skyte had been pressed against her, and realized with a 
sickening jolt that he was gone as well. 

“Riph Raph!” How could he have disappeared without her noticing? 

Something cold brushed against the back of her neck, and she spun around in 
time to see the mist part for just a moment, revealing the face of a girl no more 
than five or six. Kyja stumbled backward. 

“You aren’t allowed here.” The voice came from behind her. Kyja turned to 
see a quick flash of long, green hair that looked almost like seaweed. Was it the 
same girl? How had she moved around so quickly? 

“Who are you?” Kyja asked, her voice trembling. “What did you do with 
Marcus and Riph Raph?” 

There was no answer. Instead, two flashes of brilliant purple appeared out of 
the blue-green fog. Kyja gasped, thinking they were eyes. A second later she 
realized they were two fish—small enough to fit in the palm of her hand, but 
with long, streamer-like fins and tails. How could fish be swimming in the 
middle of the air? 

As one of the fish swam lazily to Kyja’s right, she saw it was trailing an 
almost invisible thread behind it. The thread brushed coldly against the skin of 
her arm. She tried to swat it away, but the thread stuck to her skin like glue. The 


fish continued to swim around her, wrapping Kyja’s arms tight against her sides. 

She tugged at the thread. It was stronger than it looked. She couldn’t break it. 
Panicking, she turned to run, lost her balance, and nearly fell. While the first fish 
had been wrapping her arms, the second had circled her legs. 

“Stop it!” she screamed. “Let me go!” 

“You shouldn’t have come here,” the child’s voice called again. 

“We’ll go back,” Kyja promised. “Just let us go.” 

The only answer was a fading giggle. 

The small, purple fish continued to swim around and around her, wrapping 
her arms and legs tightly together. What if they didn’t stop? What if they 
wrapped her in a tight cocoon like a slow worm before the hatch? Like a spider 
trapping its prey before eating? 

But the fish didn’t wrap her in a cocoon. Instead, once they had her securely 
tied, they began dragging her backward through the mist. She tried to struggle, 
but the strings held her fast. Where were they taking her? To someplace even 
more dangerous? She craned her head to look around, but couldn’t see anything. 

Without any warning, she felt herself falling. The blue-green clouds around 
her disappeared as she dropped into the knee-high grass outside the city walls 
with a muddy splash. Reaching out to catch herself, she realized the threads were 
gone from her arms and legs. As she pushed herself up onto her elbows, 
something flew out of the mist beside her. 

With a stab of terror she recognized Marcus’s staff. A second later a huge 
fish with glittering, reddish-brown scales flopped out from the wall of fog. Its 
gills opened and closed, gasping for oxygen as it curled and slapped its tail 
against the wet grass. Another fish landed right behind it. This one was small 
and blue with bulbous yellow eyes that looked almost familiar. 

As Kyja stared at the fish, wondering what to make of them, the larger of the 
two fixed its wet blue eyes on her and cried out, “What happened to me?” 
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Four hours later, the sun had long since set. The damp night air was cold, and 
there was no wood to start a fire and no food. 

Resting his chin on his fist, Marcus stared grumpily at Kyja. 

“What?” she finally said. “It’s not like you stayed a fish for long.” 

He pressed his lips together until they nearly disappeared. “You thought it 
was funny.” 

“I didn’t.” 

“You laughed.” He scowled at her as she covered her mouth with her hands. 


“You know they would have changed you, too, if you weren’t immune to 
magic.” 

“T wasn’t laughing at you,” she said from behind her fingers. “I was just 
surprised to see youasa...a...” She couldn’t help herself from bursting into a 
fit of giggles all over again. 

“Right.” Marcus brooded. The wall of mist around Water Keep glowed, but 
outside, the patchy clouds had thickened, hiding the plains in a blanket of 
darkness. He was cold and wet, and his clothes smelled like . . . well, like fish. 

Riph Raph seemed no worse for the experience. The skyte lay snoring softly, 
curled in Kyja’s lap. 

“What are we supposed to do now?” Marcus sighed. 

Kyja took her hand from her mouth, her face serious again. “I’m not going 
back in there.” 

Marcus nodded. It was kind of humorous looking back on it now. But when 
he’d seen the flash of light and felt his body turn cold and slippery, it hadn’t 
seemed funny at all. He’d been terrified. He wasn’t about to see what would 
happen if he tried to go through the wall again. Maybe the next time, they’d 
leave him that way. He had no desire to spend the rest of his life as a big-mouth 
bass or whatever species of fish they had here. 

“Do you think the girl you saw was one of them?” Marcus asked. “One of 
the Fontasians?” He hadn’t seen anything but a flash of bright blue light before 
he found himself on the ground flipping and tossing. 

“Maybe,” Kyja said, her eyes locked on the glowing wall. “But she was just 
a child.” 

Marcus followed her gaze, glad they’d moved far away from the strange- 
smelling fog. None of it made any sense. Walls of mist. Cities made of water. 
Children that turned you into fish, seemingly just for the fun of it. “It’s crazy, 
you know,” he said softly. 

“What is?” Kyja asked, pulling her cloak more tightly about her. 

“You, me. This whole thing.” Marcus rubbed his right leg. “Back in the 
caverns I nearly got us killed because I couldn’t keep up. Who would choose a 
kid in a wheelchair to save their world?” 

Kyja smiled softly. “Or the only person in the world who can’t do a bit of 
magic?” 

“Right,” Marcus said. “We’re just a couple of kids. Why not leave the world 
saving to people like Master Therapass?” 

Kyja gazed out into the big, empty darkness and sighed. “Master Therapass 
isn’t here.” 

“Do you think he’s all right?” Marcus asked. 
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Kyja rubbed her eyes. “I’m sure he’s just a few days behind us.” 

Marcus wondered if she really believed that. Master Therapass knew where 
they were headed. If he was okay, wouldn’t he have found some way to get a 
message through to them? Marcus thought about the Summoner and the army of 
Fallen Ones. The thought brought goose bumps to his arms. 

“Do you think the Dark Circle is out there somewhere?” Kyja asked. 

Marcus ran his hands along his arms, trying to warm the tiny bumps away. 
“No,” he said, remembering the warning he’d experienced just before the Fallen 
Ones attacked them outside the Westland Woods. “I think I’d feel it if they were. 
They might have learned where we were headed on the bus. But as far as they 
know, we’re still trapped in the mountains. If they’re looking for us anywhere, 
it’1l be there.” 

“Remember when I tried to send you back to Ert the first time?” Kyja asked. 
Marcus noticed she was rubbing her arms as well. 

“The time something nearly trapped us?” 

“Yes,” Kyja said, petting the back of Riph Raph’s head. “I’ve been thinking a 
lot about that. The second time, I braced myself against whatever was waiting 
for me. I thought that’s why we got past. But what if they let us jump? What if 
instead of trying to stop us, the Dark Circle is watching where we’re jumping to 
and from? Following us to learn what we’re up to?” 

Marcus nodded slowly. “That would explain how they knew where to search 
for us on Earth.” 

Kyja chewed on the tip of her thumb and looked out into the darkness. 
“Their door doesn’t seem to work the way our jumping does. I think they might 
only be able to come and go from one spot. But once we jump, couldn’t they 
follow us or send out spies?” 

Marcus studied her face. “Sure. I guess. Why?” 

“T might have an idea. But it’s dangerous.” Kyja turned to study the glowing 
wall of mist for a moment, then looked back at Marcus. “Remember how you 
said our movements on one world changed where we arrived on the other 
world?” 

All at once Marcus understood her idea—and her concern. 

“If we jump to Ert,” she said, “we could walk a short distance and then jump 
back.” 

“And we’d be inside the city,” Marcus added. 

Kyja cupped her elbows in her palms. “But the Dark Circle would know 
where we are.” 


Chapter 52 


Basselball 


Riph Raph unleashed a ball of blue fire and swung his tail angrily back and 


forth. “I do not want to be turned into a lizard again.” 

“Tt’s the only way to get inside,” Kyja said. “And besides, it will only be for 
a few minutes.” 

Marcus looked up at the glowing wall and away into the darkness. If Kyja’s 
guess was right—and it felt right to him—the Dark Circle would know their 
location as soon as they jumped. And once they discovered where he and Kyja 
were, how long would it take the Dark Circle to realize what they were up to? 

“If we’re going to go,” he said, rubbing his hands against his pants, “let’s get 
it over with.” 

Kyja studied his face. “Are you sure you want to do this?” 

“No. But I don’t think we have any choice.” 

He didn’t tell her he had another reason for worrying besides the Dark 
Circle. He didn’t know for sure where they would arrive on Earth. But the only 
big city located on the south shore of a really large lake in the middle of the 
plains that he knew of was Chicago. He’d never been to a city that big, and he 
had no idea what they’d have to face. 

“All right then,” Kyja said. “I’ll hold Riph Raph and push you back to Ert. 
Don’t forget to grab onto me when you jump.” 

Careful to face the wall so he’d know which direction to go when he reached 
Earth, Marcus held his staff tightly and closed his eyes. A cool sweat broke out 
on his forehead, and then he felt the familiar upside-down sensation in his 
stomach—he was falling. At once he reached out for Kyja and Riph Raph. It was 
easy to pull them along, like grabbing the strings of a pair of balloons, but this 
time he had the awful feeling something dark and dangerous was watching them. 

When he opened his eyes, he found himself sitting on a cracked sidewalk, 
facing a tall, brick building. The crumbling wall was covered with layer upon 
layer of spray-painted graffiti. A faded yellow sign taped to the inside of a dirt- 
grimed window read “Building Condemned. No Trespassing.” 

Marcus turned his head to see a white ball of feathers bouncing toward him 
on the sidewalk. 

“Something’s wrong with me!” Riph Raph shouted. “Where’s my tail? 


Where’s my long tongue? What are these white things?” 

As Marcus watched, the feather ball flapped its stubby wings, flew into the 
side of the building and landed on the sidewalk with a thump. 

“You’re a chicken,” Marcus said, grinning from ear to ear. “Try laying an 
egg.” 

“A what?” Riph Raph tried to fly, but only managed to get a few feet in the 
air before performing an awkward somersault and dropping to the sidewalk with 
an explosion of feathers. “How can I be a chicken?” he wailed. “I’m supposed to 
tum intoa...a... chameleon!” 

Marcus shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s kind of random.” 

“That’s one big chicken,” said a bearded man sitting inside a cardboard box 
next to the building. He waved a filthy hand in Marcus’s direction and gave a 
loud burp that smelled strongly of cheap wine. “You wanna share? I could help 
ya cook it.” 

“Brawk! Keep that monster away from me!” Riph Raph cried. He 
disappeared behind Marcus’s back. 

Inside his cardboard box, the man blinked, and his bloodshot eyes grew 
wide. “Your chicken talks?” 

“T’ve gotta go,” Marcus told the man. “Let’s get out of here,” he said to Riph 
Raph. Dragging his staff, he scooted along the sidewalk to where Kyja stood 
looking though a tall, chain-link fence, her fingers hooked around the squares of 
rusted wire. Riph Raph followed in nervous little hops, bobbing his head left and 
right as he made sure the man from the box wasn’t following him. 

“Well, at least he didn’t turn into a lizard this time,” Marcus said when he 
reached Kyja’s side. But all of Kyja’s attention was riveted to what was 
happening on the other side of the fence. 

“Look,” she said, pointing at a group of older boys playing basketball on a 
patched asphalt court. “Have you ever seen anything like that?” 

Marcus glanced quickly at the boys, then up and down the street. “Sure,” he 
said, looking around nervously. “It’s just a game. Let’s get out of here before 
anything bad happens.” Loud music blasted out of the windows of the nearby 
apartment buildings, and a short distance away a group of swaying men took 
turns drinking from bottles wrapped in brown paper bags. All the kids on the 
basketball court were older than Kyja and him. And they looked tough, with 
bulging muscles and tattooed biceps. 

He tugged at Kyja’s robe, but she ignored him, her eyes locked on the 
basketball players. One of the boys took two long running steps, raised the ball 
over his head and slammed it through the rim. Marcus watched the move 
enviously. It was the kind of dunk he’d like to have tried—if he had two strong 


arms and legs. 

“Oh! It looks fun,” Kyja said, putting her hand to her mouth. She turned 
excitedly to Marcus. “Do you think they’d let me play?” 

“Are you crazy?” Marcus hissed. “The Dark Circle could show up any 
minute.” He reached for Riph Raph, who was still pacing nervously up and 
down the sidewalk, and the chicken pecked him on the leg. 

“Ouch,” Marcus said. He pushed Riph Raph away and frowned at Kyja. 
“Come on. Haven’t you ever seen a basketball game before?” 

“No.” Kyja said. She watched a boy spin past his defender and shoot the ball 
through the sagging hoop. She bent her knees and took a pretend shot of her 
own. “All the games the kids play back home use magic.” 

Riph Raph strutted up to the fence and looked around with odd little jerking 
motions. Probably checking to see if anyone else wants to cook him, Marcus 
thought. At least he has the good sense not to talk anymore. 

Noticing the way the men with the bottle were watching them, Marcus pulled 
Kyja’s hand. “We have to go. We might not be safe here.” 

“Safe from what?” a voice asked. 

Marcus turned to see a boy several years younger than him watching Kyja 
from the other side of the fence. At least two feet shorter than the boys on the 
court, he was dressed in a basketball jersey that came nearly to his knees and 
white high-top basketball shoes that looked too big for his feet. 

“What you looking at?” the boy asked, resting a basketball on his hip. 

“Basselball,” Kyja said as Riph Raph quickly ducked behind her. She 
pointed to the orange ball in his hand. “Do you play too?” 

“You kidding?” the boy said, puffing out his chest. The boy bounced the ball 
on the uneven pavement with a smooth, easy motion, shifting it from hand to 
hand, bouncing it between his legs and behind his back. 

“That’s great,” Kyja said, clapping her hands. Marcus felt a wave of envy. 
“What’s your name?” 

“Ty,” the boy said, shuffling his feet and pretending to make a fancy move 
around another player. “What’s yours?” 

“Kyja,” she answered, ignoring Marcus as he tugged at her arm. “Why aren’t 
you playing with the other boys?” 

Ty glanced over his shoulder at the game, and his eyes flashed. “Them? They 
scared of me.” He bounced the ball off the fence, spun around, and caught it with 
one hand. “You know Dwyane Wade and LeBron James?” 

Kyja shook her head. 

“No? Well, Pm better than both of them and Michael Jordan put together. I 
got moves so sweet, Ron Artest and Big Ben Wallace couldn’t stop me. Only 


reason I’m not playing in the NBA right now is ‘cause I’m too young. But one 
day I’ll be making me some serious cash and driving a red Lamborghini. Maybe 
even a gold-plated Hummer.” 

Marcus rolled his eyes, but Kyja nodded excitedly. “I want to learn to drive 
too.” 

“Yeah?” The younger boy tried to spin the ball on his fingertip and had to 
grab it when it fell off. “Tell you what. When I get my Hummer, I’ ll let you drive 
it.” 

“That would be great,” Kyja said, her eyes sparkling. 

Fed up with all the nonsense, Marcus jerked Kyja’s hand. “If you’re done 
talking to Dwyane LeBron Jordan, we need to go. Or did you forget about you- 
know-who?” 

For the first time, Ty looked past Kyja and noticed Marcus. “What’s wrong 
with your friend? And what’s he doing with that chicken?” 

Before Kyja could answer, Marcus raised himself up as tall as he could while 
still sitting and said, “It’s her chicken, and there’s nothing wrong with me. If we 
didn’t have to go, I’d school you out there on the court.” 

The boy grinned, which infuriated Marcus even further. “How you gonna do 
that with a messed up arm and leg?” 

Realizing how upset Marcus was, Kyja stepped between him and Ty. “He’s 
right,” she said, picking up Riph Raph and Marcus’s staff. “We really do have to 
go. Maybe I can drive your humbler some other time.” 

“Let’s go.” Marcus spun away and began scooting along the sidewalk, his 
face bright red. He didn’t know why Kyja had to go around talking to strange 
people when the Dark Circle could be anywhere. 

Before they had gone a dozen steps, Ty ran around the fence and joined 
them. “Hey,” he said, putting a hand on Marcus’s shoulder. “I didn’t mean 
nothing. I was just mad ’cause my brother and his friends won’t let me play ball 
with ’em.” 

Marcus jerked his shoulder out from under the boy’s hand. “I thought you 
were too good.” 

The boy bounced the ball off the cracked sidewalk and held it against his hip. 
“T was just saying that. They think I’m too small.” 

“Look,” Marcus said. “I don’t mean to be rude or anything, but—” 

Before he could finish his sentence, he glanced over his shoulder and saw 
one of the men who’d been drinking from the bottle. He was no longer swaying, 
but instead coming straight toward Marcus and Kyja. 


Chapter 53 


The Good and 
the Bad 


Marcus grabbed Kyja’s hand. “That man behind us. I saw him back by the 


fence.” 

Ty glanced toward the man in the ragged, dark sweater and pulled-down hat. 
“Ain’t nobody but one of them stew bums looking for a drink.” 

“There’s no way they could have followed us here already,” Kyja said, and 
yet as they increased their speed, the man picked up his pace. 

“Kyja, look at that.” Marcus nodded at a nearby telephone pole. Stapled to 
the pole was a picture of the two of them with the words, “Missing Children” 
above and “$10,000 Reward for Safe Return” below. “Somehow they knew we’d 
come here.” 

The man was less than fifty feet behind them. Kyja looked for a place to run, 
but other than a few broken-down cars, the street was empty. 

Ty eyed the poster. “You two running away or something?” 

“Its hard to explain,” Marcus said. “Kyja’s from somewhere else, and the 
people from where she lives are trying to kill us.” 

Ty’s dark eyes widened. “You serious?” He glanced at Marcus with a 
newfound respect. “She from a different country or something?” 

“More different than you’d ever believe,” Marcus said. 

“Thought you two was dressed kind of funny.” Ty eyed the man, who had 
broken into a shuffling jog behind them. “Here’s what you do,” he whispered. 
“Soon as we get to the corner, run to the door on the left. It looks locked, but the 
chain’s cut. Wait inside.” 

“What are you going to do?” Kyja asked. 

Ty just grinned. When they reached the corner, he whispered, “Now.” 

At once Marcus and Kyja hurried down the sidewalk. Just like Ty had said, 
there was a rusty-looking door with a chain wrapped through the handle. When 
Kyja pushed on the handle, the chain slipped through the latch, and the door 
swung open. From around the corner behind them came the sound of a scuffle 
and a thud, followed by a loud cry of pain. 

Seconds later, they heard footsteps outside the door, and a voice whispered, 


“It’s me.” 

Kyja opened the door, and Ty slipped inside. Immediately he picked up a 
splintery board leaning against the wall and propped it under the handle of the 
door. He pointed to a sagging metal staircase that led into the darkness. “Can you 
make it up those?” he asked Marcus. 

“Try to keep up with me,” Marcus said, climbing the stairs like a monkey. 

“Kid’s fast,” Ty said to Kyja as they hurried after him. 

They had just reached the third landing when someone began pounding on 
the door below. 

“Shhh,” Ty said, placing his finger to his lips. 

They stood silently on the stairs, listening as whoever was outside shook the 
knob and pounded on the door. Finally, the pounding stopped, and Ty nodded. 
“Use that all the time,” he said. 

Marcus found himself coming to like the boy after all. “What did you do to 
that man back there?” 

Ty smirked and flipped his ball from one hand to the other behind his back. 
“My Dwayne Wade spin move.” 

Ty led them up the stairs to another door. This one was ripped off its top 
hinges, leaning crookedly against a dingy, water-stained wall. Pausing before the 
darkened doorway, Ty turned to Kyja and Marcus. “Stay close. Floor’s falling 
apart up here.” 

Keeping her left hand on Ty’s shoulder, Kyja followed him through the dim 
hall, wincing every time she heard movement around them. Marcus stuck close 
behind, and for once Riph Raph knew when to keep quiet. 

At last, they rounded a corner and came out on the roof of another building. 
Ty led them across the tar-and-gravel surface and showed them how to climb 
some crates onto another building. They passed through a security door propped 
open with a brick and went down a second flight of stairs. Then they crossed the 
cracked linoleum floor of a small lobby in an ancient apartment building, where 
a man in a seedy, black suit gave them an angry glare. 

“Don’t worry ‘bout him,” Ty said, jerking a thumb in the man’s direction. 
“He looks that way at everybody.” 

Outside it had started to rain, and the air was chilly. Marcus and Kyja 
glanced up and down the street. But the only people in sight were a couple of 
little girls playing some kind of game on the sidewalk in front of a brick 
apartment building, and a woman with a baby, sitting in a car with no tires. 

“Tt’s cool,” Ty said. “Nobody knows that way but me.” 

“T think we’d better leave anyway,” Marcus said. “No telling who else might 
be looking for us.” 


But Kyja’s eyes were locked on the woman in the car. She didn’t look much 
older than Kyja, and, despite the cold, she was wearing only a thin T-shirt. The 
windows of the car were down, letting in the rain, and the baby was fussing. 

“Why doesn’t she take her baby inside?” she asked Ty. 

The boy shrugged and bounced his ball on the curb. “Her man left. She lives 
in the car ’til she gets some money.” 

“Kyja,” Marcus said. “We really need to go.” 

“Why doesn’t someone give her money?” Kyja asked. 

Ty shrugged again. “Don’t look at me.” He turned his pockets inside out. “I 
ain’t got no money. If she takes her baby to the shelter, maybe they’ll take it 
away from her.” 

All at once something occurred to Kyja—something that seemed completely 
impossible. She grabbed Marcus by the shoulder of his cloak. “The man in the 
box. Was he living there?” 

“I guess so.” Marcus turned to Ty with a what’s-the-big-deal look. 

But Kyja felt her heart pounding. This was all wrong. What kind of world 
was it where amazing machines were everywhere, but a mother and her baby had 
to live in a broken car and an old man slept in a box? 

Turning to Marcus she asked, “How much money do we have left?” 

“A couple hundred dollars, I guess,” Marcus said. “But—” 

“Give it to me.” As Marcus fumbled in his leather pouch, Kyja set Riph 
Raph down and pulled her cloak off over her head. “Give me your cloak, too.” 

“T don’t think—” Marcus began, but Kyja took the money from his hand and 
yanked off his cloak before he could even get it untied. 

“Everyone from her country crazy like that?” Ty asked. 

Marcus shook his head with a rueful grin. “No. Only her.” 

Kyja hurried down the sidewalk, mindful of the rain that was falling harder 
and the baby who had gone from fussing to all-out crying. As Kyja reached the 
car, the woman looked up sharply, and her eyes narrowed. 

“What do you want?” she asked, clutching the baby to her chest. 

Kyja pushed the money and cloaks through the open window without saying 
a word. For a moment, the woman couldn’t seem to comprehend what was 
happening. She stared at the cloaks and the wad of bills. Then she glanced warily 
past Kyja as if suspecting it was all some kind of trick. 

Once the woman understood it was real, she ran her fingers over the fabric of 
the cloaks and closed her hand around the bills as her eyes began to well up. 
“Who are you?” she asked. “Why are you doing this?” 

But Kyja couldn’t speak. She was too choked up and confused. There were 
so many good things on Ert—things like chocolate shakes and TV, semi trucks 


and basselball. But most people seemed to take those things for granted and 
ignore the things that really mattered. 

Instead of answering, she ran back to Marcus and squeezed his hand fiercely. 
“Good-bye, Ty,” she said, biting her lip to keep from crying. “Thank you for 
your help. I hope you get your humbler.” 

With that, she picked up Riph Raph, found herself in the place between 
worlds, and pushed as hard she could. The last thing she saw was Ty watching 
her with wide eyes, his basketball bouncing, forgotten, down the street. 


Chapter 54 


Water Keep 


This jump had been worse than all the others combined. It felt like he’d 


been tossed over a waterfall. He would have thrown up for sure if his stomach 
hadn’t been empty. Why had Kyja been so upset? 

Before he could give it any more thought, Marcus realized three things. The 
first was that they were inside the city. All around them, the world glowed with a 
bluish-green light. And everything seemed to be in motion. Buildings, statues, 
and odd-looking trees floated alongside strange, blob-like shapes that looked 
liked huge piles of Jell-O constantly changing colors. It all bobbed and spun like 
leaves in a stream. Watching made Marcus’s stomach feel even worse than it 
already did. 

The second thing was that Kyja was upside down. Not standing on her head 
or hanging by her feet, but just sort of floating. Her hair, which should have 
dangled down—or up, depending on how you looked at it—lay across her 
shoulders. 

But all of that was nothing compared to the last thing. He was standing 
without the use of his staff, which hung loosely in his hand, and there was no 
pain at all. He looked down at his leg, wondering if somehow he’d been 
magically healed. It didn’t look any different, but it was almost as if he weighed 
nothing at all here. 

“You’re upside down,” Kyja said with a shocked look on her upside down 
face. 

“No, you are.” He pointed to her feet, which were slightly above his head. 

“Look around.” She reached out and touched an umbrella-shaped object with 
a strange creature sticking out from the bottom of it. A stream of dark blue 
flowed down from the creature’s mouth and spilled back up into the umbrella. At 
her touch, the object changed direction and floated off down the street. 

Marcus realized it was an upside-down fountain. He looked down—or was it 
up?—at his feet and noticed they weren’t touching anything. But then, neither 
were Kyja’s. They were both sort of hovering in midair. 

Riph Raph, changed back to his normal self, struggled out of Kyja’s arms 
and tried to fly. But instead of soaring up into the sky, he spun awkwardly in a 
circle. “What’s wrong with this place?” the skyte sputtered. 


Kicking his leg and swinging his arm, Marcus managed to rotate himself 
until he and Kyja were facing the same direction. Once he got the hang of it, it 
was sort of fun. “Are we underwater?” he asked. 

“If we are, how can we be breathing?” Kyja took a deep breath and let it out, 
demonstrating her point. There were no bubbles. 

“He-|-l-l-p-p,” Riph Raph cried, flapping his wings as he spun completely 
out of control. 

Marcus reached out with one hand as the skyte floated past and managed to 
catch Riph Raph by the leg. 

Riph Raph clutched tightly to Marcus’s arm with his talons. “I don’t like this 
place. Let’s get out while we can.” 

“We can’t leave,” Kyja said. “We have to find the water elementals and get 
them to help us.” 

“Speaking of which, check that out.” Marcus pointed to something moving 
slowly toward a nearby building that tilted like the leaning tower of Pisa. The 
creature was shaped sort of like a human, but with no discernable features and 
no fingers or toes—he looked more like a big gingerbread cookie. From inside 
its gray, semi-transparent body, occasional bursts of blue and yellow light 
flashed. 

“Excuse me,” Kyja called toward the gingerbread man. “We’re looking for 
water elementals. Are you one? Or can you tell us where to find them?” 

If the creature heard her, it gave no sign. Instead it continued its slow 
forward surge and disappeared into the doorway of the building. 

“Lets catch up with it,” Marcus said. Kicking his arms and legs in a 
swimming motion, he tried to go toward the building. But he quickly discovered 
that didn’t work. All he accomplished with his paddling and kicking was a slow, 
graceless spin. 

“Stop it,” Riph Raph said from his shoulder. “I think I’m going to be sick.” 

Kyja seemed to be having better luck using a combination of jumping and 
walking motions while guiding herself with her arms. 

Holding his hands out to balance himself, Marcus followed her example. It 
was sort of like the pictures he’d seen of astronauts walking across the moon. 
With no gravity pulling him down, he found he could leap ten to twelve feet with 
a single step. 

His aim wasn’t as good as Kyja’s, though. While she stopped just in front of 
the door, Marcus found himself moving too quickly and ended up slamming 
against the wall three feet to the left. 

“Look where you’re going,” Riph Raph muttered. 

“Look at this, you two.” Kyja stood peering into the building as she held 


onto the doorframe. 

Marcus pulled himself hand-over-hand along the wall until he reached her. 
Staring into the building, he at first thought the large open room was full of 
paintings. Each of the walls was covered with what looked like large, round 
picture frames. Some of the frames were empty, but most of them held different 
pictures—grassy meadows, animals, a strange, pillar-like building with dark, 
gaping windows, even a family eating lunch on a patch of sandy beach. The 
frames that held pictures had glowing lights at the bottom. 

But then he realized the things in the pictures were moving. Something that 
looked like a mix between a fox and a bear lumbered across the meadow and 
stopped to lap from a stream. Clouds blew past the unfamiliar-looking building. 
The children at the beach scampered in and out of their frame as though walking 
past the lens of a video camera. 

But if there were cameras making the pictures, they were the best he’d ever 
seen. The pictures were so clear you almost expected the people to step right out. 
And he could swear he heard a child’s distant laughter coming from one of them. 

The pictures weren’t just on the walls, either. Set among more of the color- 
changing blobs he’d seen outside the building were bowls that looked almost big 
enough to be small swimming pools. But instead of water, they held pictures too. 
Kyja moved to the nearest bowl and—placing her hands on the rim—leaned over 
it. 

“T can actually smell them,” she said, sniffing an image of 
bright-red flowers. “It’s like the TVs in your world, only much better.” She 
reached toward the picture, but Marcus caught her arm. 

“Look,” he whispered, pointing to the gray creature they’d followed into the 
building. Across the room, it approached the family on the beach. For a moment 
it paused, then, pressing itself up against the image, it actually seemed to ooze 
right through. 

In the picture, the sky above the beach had been a cloudless blue, but as soon 
as the creature disappeared into it, the horizon immediately began to darken. The 
family glanced nervously up at the clouds and began gathering their food. 
Lightning flashed from the thunderheads that rolled quickly in, and Marcus 
heard the peel of thunder and smelled the electrical aroma of hot ozone. Before 
the family had finished picking up their blankets, big drops of rain were falling 
on them. 

“Tt’s real, isn’t it?” Kyja said. “Those people are real, and somehow that gray 
thing made it storm wherever they are.” 

“T think that gray thing was the storm,” Marcus said. 

Kyja’s fingers had been hovering over the surface of the bowl in front of her. 


She snatched them back. “Do you think if you put your hand through one of the 
pictures, you’d go through too?” 

“T don’t know,” Marcus said, “But I sure don’t want to find out.” Kneeling 
by the side of the bowl, he noticed a series of different- 
colored circles, glowing with a pulsing light like he’d seen on the frames around 
the wall. 

As he reached tentatively toward a pink circle, it grew unexpectedly brighter 
for a moment. 

“How did you do that?” Kyja gasped. 

When Marcus looked back at the surface of the bowl, he saw the picture had 
zoomed out, so that now, instead of only a few of the red flowers, he could see 
an entire field of them. Cautiously, he touched a circle glowing a faint blue. 
Again the circle blazed brightly, and the picture zoomed in on a single flower. 

“They’re some kind of controls,” he said. “Try one.” 

With a trembling hand, Kyja reached out to the gold circle. Instead of 
flashing as the pink and blue circles had, the gold only glowed a little more 
brightly. Flowers moved across the screen from right to left. 

Marcus touched the pink again, and the picture zoomed back out. “Put your 
hand closer,” he said. 

The image began to move faster and faster. The field of flowers was gone, 
replaced by a long, rolling hill. Kyja put her hand even closer to the gold circle, 
and the picture raced across the bowl’s surface. Grassy slopes and valleys flew 
past at a dizzying pace. Streams, trees, and a small crystal blue lake were only a 
blur. The grass began to be broken-up by clumps of rock as the hills grew into 
steep slopes and finally mountains. 

Kyja took a deep breath, her cheeks glowing. “It’s like flying,” she said. “It’s 
like we’re on the back of a great big bird and—” 

“What are you doing here?” a child’s voice said from behind them. 

Marcus and Kyja spun around to see a small girl in a pale aqua gown that 
came nearly to the tops of her bare feet. Her hair—which reached almost to her 
waist and looked like strands of seaweed—trailed out behind her as she kicked 
her small feet and glided through the door toward them. 

“Tt’s the girl from the wall,” Kyja whispered, grabbing Marcus’s hand. “The 
one who tied me up. The one who turned you and Riph Raph into fish.” 


Chapter 55 


Caught 


How did you get inside the city?” the little girl asked with a curious smile. 


“No one ever gets past the walls.” 

“No thanks to you,” Kyja said, glaring at the girl. “You didn’t have to turn 
Marcus and Riph Raph into fish. And tying me up was rude, to say the least.” 

The girl raised her fingers to her mouth to cover a smile. “I didn’t do that. It 
was the walls. I just wanted to see who you were. We don’t get visitors very 
often.” 

“T can see why,” Kyja shot back. 

Marcus gave her a warning look. The last thing they needed was another 
argument. He tried putting on his friendliest smile. “Hi, there. What’s your 
name?” He reached out toward her, thinking he might shake her hand, but with a 
flick of her wrists and feet she zipped out the door and vanished behind one of 
the shifting blobs. 

“Come on,” Marcus said. He and Kyja followed the little girl through the 
door, but when they reached the blob, she wasn’t there. They searched all 
around, but she seemed to have disappeared. 

“T’m not down there, silly,” a voice called from behind them. 

Marcus turned to see the girl looking out the second-story window of the 
building they had just left. 

“How did you get up there?” Marcus asked. 

The girl only giggled. 

“Can you help us?” Kyja tried. 

The child disappeared from the window. 

“Help you what?” she asked. She was back in the room with the pictures 
again, sitting cross-legged on the floor, playing with a string of golden beads in 
her lap. 

Kyja jump-kicked back to the door. “We need to talk to someone right away. 
A grown-up.” 

“Grown-up?” The girl took one of the beads from her string and let it float 
away. Arriving at Kyja’s side, Marcus watched with fascination as the small, 
golden ball approached one of the empty frames on the wall and a picture began 
to appear in the dark center of the circle. Rays of sunlight peeked over the 


horizon of a still meadow, and the golden ball disappeared into the image. A 
moment later, tiny drops of water beaded on the flowers and blades of grass. 

“Dew,” Marcus breathed, and the little girl flashed a knowing smile in his 
direction. 

Marcus approached her carefully, trying not to scare her off this time. “Could 
you please take us to someone older? Maybe your mom or dad?” 

She plucked another bead from the string and held it up in front of her face— 
admiring its glittering surface before tossing it toward one of the bowls. “What’s 
a mom-or-dad?” 

Kyja put both hands on her hips. “This is very important. Isn’t there someone 
in charge here?” 

“In charge of what?” the girl asked, returning the beads to a pocket of her 
gown. 

“Arghh,” Kyja growled in frustration. “In charge of everything. You know, 
like a mayor or a king or something?” 

The girl seemed to want to understand, so Marcus tried explaining. “There’s 
a group called the Dark Circle trying to destroy Farworld. And there’s something 
we might be able to do to stop them. Only we need the help of the water 
elementals to do that.” 

The girl had listened closely all through Marcus’s explanation, but when he 
got to the part about needing the water elementals’ help, she kicked her feet and 
burst into laughter as if that was the funniest joke she’d ever heard. 

“Elementals don’t help,” she said with a giggle. 

“You!” a gruff voice shouted from behind them. 

Marcus turned to see two shapes racing in their direction. He stared at the 
figures in amazement. He’d thought the girl was strange. But she was nothing 
compared to these two. 

At first glance, they looked sort of like fish. Each of them had gaping, big- 
lipped mouths and bulging eyes. And their skin was covered in glittering, 
rainbow-colored scales. But they also had arms and legs that looked almost 
human, except that instead of ending in hands and feet, they had broad, nearly- 
transparent fins. He wondered if they were some kind of guards. 

“Stop where you are,” the one on the left said. 

“We aren’t moving,” Kyja answered. 

That seemed to confuse the guard-fish for a minute, but the one on the right 
quickly took over. “Who are you?” 

Before they could answer, the one on the left demanded, “What are you 
doing here?” 

“We were just talking to . . .” Marcus turned to point to the girl, but she was 


gone. 


Chapter 56 


Trial and Error 


Kyja looked around the large chamber. Unlike the rest of Water Keep, the 


wide, bowl-shaped room was dark and clammy. There were none of the bright 
colors or unusual buildings. Only a big, empty, dreary space. 

She wasn’t exactly sure how they’d gotten there. The guard-fish—as she’d 
come to think of them—had led Marcus and her to one of the strange blob 
shapes. Suddenly, the shape opened up before them, and the next thing she knew, 
they were stepping out of another blob and into this room. 

They’d been standing here for what felt like at least half an hour, doing 
absolutely nothing. But anytime she, Marcus, or Riph Raph tried to speak or 
move, the guard-fish made threatening gestures and told them to be still. 

“If you’d just let me ex—” she tried again, but the guard-fish on the right 
tugged her arm. 

“Ouch,” she said, rubbing her shoulder. 

“Leave her alone.” Marcus yanked at the guard-fish holding him, but 
couldn’t pull free. 

Riph Raph tried to blow a fireball, but it sputtered out before it even left his 
mouth. 

“Quiet!” Marcus’s guard-fish said. 

Kyja looked desperately around the room, a feeling of deep hopelessness 
settling over her. Was Zhethar right all along? Would they fail this close to the 
goal? She licked her lips and shivered. The guard-fish holding her continued to 
stare straight ahead as if watching something only he could see. 

A low, vibrating hum filled the air, and the room began to grow brighter. 
Both of the guard-fish straightened. Kyja glanced nervously at Marcus and 
mouthed, What is it? 

Marcus shook his head, looking as scared as Kyja felt. 

“Ts the council present?” A booming voice echoed through the room. Kyja 
turned to see that the room was no longer empty. A fat man with several chins 
stood before a golden throne shaped like a huge shell. On the wall above the 
shell, the symbol for water was emblazoned in shining gold. As he lowered 
himself into the chair, the man’s chins shook and wobbled. He reached into a 
school of small fish circling his head and popped one into his mouth. 


“Mist is present,” said an airy voice. A fragile-looking woman with long, 
thin arms and legs materialized out of nowhere and reclined in a high-backed, 
nearly transparent chair. The woman and the chair were surrounded by a silvery 
cloud that sparkled as if it were made of tiny diamonds. 

On the other side of the room, a squat woman with big, damp-looking eyes 
set in a fat but pleasant face dropped from the darkness to land softly on a puffy, 
white pillow. Each time she moved, her silky robe changed colors—flashing first 
red, then yellow, blue, red again, and finally a color Kyja didn’t even recognize. 
“Raindrop is 
he-e-re,” called the woman in a musical voice. 

“Cascade is present.” An athletic figure who didn’t look to be much older 
than a boy strode gracefully into the room. He had a handsome face with spiky, 
white hair and a faintly-blue tinge to his skin. “Has anyone seen Morning Dew?” 
he asked, in a voice that soothed like a babbling brook. 

There was a rustling as each of the others looked toward a large, empty, 
green leaf. 

The fat man snapped his pudgy fingers, and another fish-guard appeared. 

Cascade whispered something to the guard, and it zoomed away. “Morning 
Dew is not present, Tide,” Cascade said before taking a seat on a sandstone 
bench. 

“Very well. We will proceed without her,” Tide said. “Bring the criminals 
forward.” 

Kyja turned to Marcus as the guards pulled them into the center of the room. 
Were they really criminals? Would they be thrown into some kind of underwater 
jail? 

The guard-fish pushed them onto a large, blue circle with the water symbol 
at its center. The circle lifted up out of the floor, raising the three of them into the 
air. 

When the platform stopped rising, Tide was just shoving another fish 
between his plump lips, but he quickly pushed himself out of his shell chair and 
swallowed. He fixed his eyes on Marcus, Kyja, and Riph Raph with a look that 
was almost recognition, as if he’d seen them before and was expecting them. 

He tugged on his heavy robes and cleared his throat. “You three are charged 
with, ahem, unlawful ingress, desecration of effects, illegal interaction with—” 

Marcus raised his hand. “I don’t understand what any of that means.” 

“Silence!” Tide thundered. 

Kyja held out her hands to the Fontasians. “Why do you have to use all those 
big words? If you think we did something wrong, just say what you mean.” 

Down below, the fish-guards scowled, but Raindrop nodded her head. “The 


humans are right. Get to the point, Tide. I have a storm to look after.” 

Tide coughed into his hand and looked around uncertainly. “Well,” he said, 
his triple chins trembling. “That is . . .” Finally, he gestured to Cascade and 
returned to his shell. 

Cascade turned to Kyja and Marcus. “We’re not very good at this. You see, 
we...” He glanced at Mist, who gestured him to continue with her waif-like 
hand. “We don’t do this very often. In fact, we’ve never done it before. You’re 
the first outsiders to enter our city.” 

Cascade ran his hands down the sides of his deep blue robes, which rippled 
beneath his touch like a dancing brook. “We’re not very good with your 
language. Dew is really the best, but she’s not here at the moment. What we’re 
trying to say is that you entered our city without . . .” He ran his fingers through 
his white hair in thought. 

“Permission?” Marcus suggested. 

Kyja gave him a dark look, and he mouthed, Sorry. 

“That’s right,” Cascade said, brightening. “You entered our city without 
permission. And you touched things. Those are high crimes.” 

“We wouldn’t have entered without permission if that little girl had let us 
in!” Kyja said. 

“Little girl?” Cascade look at Raindrop, who shrugged her shoulders. 

“You know.” Kyja held out her hand. “About this tall. With long, green hair. 
She watched us inside the wall, but she wouldn’t listen to us when we asked for 
help. Then we talked to her once we got inside. She was playing with gold 
beads.” 

“Dew drops?” Cascade asked, his eyes widening. “That could only have 
been Dew.” 

Tide growled. “How many times have I told her to stay away from the 
walls?” 

Kyja blushed, remembering how she’d spoken to the girl. Who knew she was 
one of the city’s leaders? 

Marcus frowned at Kyja and quickly stepped forward. “Look, we didn’t want 
to enter your city without permission. But we need your help with a problem. 
We’re really sorry, and—” 

His words were cut off by Tide’s booming voice. “The penalty for entering 
Water Keep is death!” 
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“Death?” Riph Raph squeaked, flapping his wings. 


Kyja’s face went white, and for a moment Marcus couldn’t find his voice. 
Finally he swallowed hard. “Death just for coming into your city?” 

“That’s not fair!” Kyja said. 

Raindrop nodded, blinking her big, damp eyes. “It does seem a little harsh.” 

Mist leaned forward, peering through the sparkling cloud that surrounded 
her. “Didn’t the pinnois tell you that humans are not allowed to enter Water 
Keep?” 

Kyja glanced guiltily toward Marcus. “Well, yes. But we needed your help.” 

“Help with what?” Mist asked. 

Marcus turned to Kyja. She nodded. Slowly he raised the sleeve of his shirt, 
revealing the brand on his shoulder. He turned so that each of the Fontasians 
could get a look at it. 

“Does this mean anything to you?” he asked. 

Tide leaned forward in his throne, staring at the mark before leaning back 
and eating another fish. “You are the child spoken of in the story the humans 
tell,” the Fontasian said carefully. “What does that have to do with us?” 

Together Marcus and Kyja repeated the story Master Therapass had told 
them. They talked about the Dark Circle, told how the two of them had been 
switched as babies, and finally, what Master Therapass had told them about 
creating a drift. 

When they finished, Tide rubbed his chins. “An interesting story. But I say 
again, what does that have to do with us?” 

Marcus stared at the Fontasian, shocked by the big man’s question. “We can’t 
create a drift between our two worlds without all four of the elementals working 
together.” 

Tide snapped another fish from the air and popped it into his mouth like a 
kernel of popcorn. “Most unfortunate,” he said. 

Kyja stomped her foot, which would have launched her completely off the 
platform if Marcus hadn’t grabbed her. “Aren’t you listening?” she shouted. “We 
need a water elemental to come with us and join the other elementals so we can 
open a doorway between our worlds. The Scales of Balance have to be restored. 
That’s why we’re here—to ask one of you to come with us!” 

For a moment there was stunned silence, then all of the Fontasians began 
shouting at once. 

“Join you?” 

“Help humans?” 

“Outside!” 

“Insane!” 

Cascade waved his hands to calm of the room. “There must be some 


confusion,” he said, when the others had quieted. “Clearly, you’re not asking us 
to actually go with you, outside the city.” 

“If you don’t join us, the Dark Circle will take over the world,” Marcus said. 

“That’s a human problem,” Cascade said with a confused look. “It has 
nothing to do with us.” 

“Don’t you care what happens to anyone else but yourselves?” Kyja asked. 

“Care?” Mist pressed a thin, white finger against her cheek. “We are water 
elementals. We bring rain to the forests and snow to the mountains. We fill 
oceans and carve out canyons. This is who we are. It is not in our nature to care.” 

Marcus recalled the words of Zhethar just before he flew away. Elementals 
do not think the same way as other creatures. They view the world in a way we 
can’t even comprehend. 

So this is what the pinnois had meant. Elementals had no feelings. It didn’t 
matter to them whether the Dark Circle won or not. Olden had been right to 
laugh when Kyja suggested they ask the elementals for help. The quest had been 
hopeless all along. 

“Tt’s pointless,” Marcus said to Kyja, his chin drooping to his chest. 

Kyja turned to each of the Fontasians one by one until her gaze at last rested 
on Cascade. “You know what caring is,” she said. “But you only care about 
yourselves. The whole world is in danger and you’re afraid to go out of your city 
because then you might have to meet others. You might actually have to do 
something for someone else. You must live terrible lives. It must feel so sad to 
be that selfish.” 

Cascade looked away as a guard-fish hurried into the room. The guard 
whispered something to Cascade, and the Fontasian’s eyes went wide. 

He turned to Tide. “An army of the Dark Circle has gathered outside the 
city.” 

Tide’s eyes glittered as he waved his fat hand in the air. “It’s nothing to us. 
They cannot get through our walls.” 

Cascade ran a hand across his lips. “They have a Summoner with them.” 

Marcus turned to Kyja and a cold finger of fear ran down his back. Was this 
the same army that attacked Master Therapass? 

“Even such a powerful creature of evil cannot pass our defenses,” Tide said. 

Cascade swallowed. He turned his eyes to Kyja and Marcus before looking 
quickly away. “They have captured Dew. They are holding her hostage until we 
give them the humans.” 


Chapter 57 


The Verdict 


‘Tide burst from his chair with surprising speed for such a large man. “How 


is that possible?” he roared. 

The rest of the Fontasians looked uncomfortably at one another. 

“She’s been exploring outside the city walls again, hasn’t she?” Tide 
pounded his fist on top of his golden chair. The fish around his head scattered. “I 
told her not to go out. It isn’t safe. But she didn’t listen.” 

He pinched his sagging chins between his thumb and forefinger and studied 
Kyja and Marcus with cold, calculating eyes. “Very well then, the decision is 
made for us. Cascade, give the humans to the Summoner.” 

Kyja’s mouth dried up. “You can’t do this!” she shouted at Tide. “They’Il kill 
us.” 

“My decision is final,” Tide said. He rubbed his palms together in front of 
his fat belly. “You will be turned over to the Dark Circle. What they do with you 
is none of my concern.” 

The room grew dim again, and the platform lowered. One by one the 
Fontasians disappeared, until only Cascade and the guard-fish were left. 

“We have to escape,” Kyja whispered to Marcus as the guard-fish came for 
them. She expected Marcus to come up with a plan, but he looked completely 
defeated. 

“What’s the point? Without the water elementals’ help, it’s hopeless 
anyway.” 

The guard-fish took them by the arms and led them out of the room, down a 
long corridor. Marcus was right. It was hopeless. Even if they somehow 
managed to escape from the Dark Circle what could they do? 

Even if they could convince the land, air, and fire elementals to join them, 
they needed all four to open a drift. And without the drift, they could never 
return to their own worlds. Besides, the other elementals were probably just as 
stubborn as these. 

As the guard-fish led Kyja and Marcus down the hallway, Cascade hurried to 
walk beside Kyja. “What you said back there about being selfish? What did you 
mean?” 

Kyja didn’t bother looking at him. “You wouldn’t understand.” 


“T’m trying to,” the Fontasian persisted. “But it doesn’t make any sense. Why 
would you expect us to risk our lives for something that doesn’t benefit us?” 

Kyja knew it was pointless to explain an emotion these creatures didn’t seem 
to have, but she found herself trying anyway. “I was orphaned when I was a 
baby. But a family named the Goodnuffs let me live with them on their farm. 
They gave me food and clothing and a place to stay. Mrs. Goodnuff sang to me 
when I was afraid, and Mr. Goodnuff taught me to ride a horse and to hunt. Why 
do you think they did that?” 

“They wanted someone else to help with chores around the farm?” Cascade 
suggested. 

“No,” Kyja scolded, tears filling her eyes as she remembered she would 
never see them again. “They did it out of the kindness of their hearts. Because it 
was the right thing to do.” 

“The right thing to do,” Cascade repeated. “What makes it right?” 

Kyja looked away, rubbing her face. Explaining anything to this creature was 
impossible. He didn’t have the first clue what she was talking about. “Haven’t 
you ever done something for someone else?” 

“Of course,” Cascade said. His sea-green eyes lit up. “I think I understand 
now. You humans do things for others so they will owe you a service in return. 
One day the Goodnuffs will grow old and come to live with you as repayment.” 

Kyja threw her hands up in despair. “That’s not it at all. We don’t help others 
just so they’ll do things for us. We help them because they need it. Because we 
can. Because if we didn’t, the world wouldn’t be a very nice place to live.” 

The corridor sloped upward, and Kyja realized they were actually under the 
lake. Faintly through the ceiling, she could see fish swimming above them. But 
the water was not deep, and they would soon be back to the shore. 

Cascade ran his fingers through his spiky hair. “So you didn’t take Rhaidnan 
from the unmakers’ cell because you thought he could help you escape?” 

“How could you possibly know about that?” Kyja asked. 

Now it was Cascade’s turn to look surprised. “I’m a water elemental. I can 
see things anywhere there is water—rains, clouds, puddles, ice.” 

Kyja shrugged. “A lot of good it does you. We helped Rhaidnan because if 
we didn’t, no one else would. The unmakers would have killed him. If you really 
can see everything, I’d think you’d understand that.” 

Cascade looked across at Marcus. “And the boy? You didn’t bring him here 
because you thought he could help you get back to your world?” 

They were out of the lake now. The wall wouldn’t be far—and beyond it 
were the Summoner and the army of the Dark Circle. 

“I brought Marcus here because he was about to be killed. He would have 


done the same for me.” She turned to Cascade. “If we weren’t here, wouldn’t 
you find a way to go outside the city and save Morning Dew?” 

“No,” Cascade said at once. “It’s far too dangerous to leave the city. Our 
powers are weaker outside, and we are more vulnerable. Dew should have 
known better.” 

Kyja shook her head sadly. “Then I wouldn’t want your help even if you 
offered it.” 

The fish-guards pulled Marcus and Kyja to a halt in front of a large, blue 
blob. “We are here,” the guard on the right said. 

The guard on the left touched the blob, and its surface became transparent. 
Kyja and Marcus sucked in their breath. Standing in front of them was an army 
of Fallen Ones at least as big as the one that had attacked them with Master 
Therapass. In front of the ranks was a huge, blood-red Summoner. On the ground 
beside it—locked inside a cramped, iron cage—was Dew. 

Marcus turned suddenly to Cascade. “You don’t have to give them both of 
us, do you? Let Kyja go. They only care about me.” 

Before the Fontasian could answer, Kyja planted her fists on her hips. “I’m 
not going anywhere without you. We’re in this together.” 

Cascade tilted his head and scratched his spiky, white hair. “You’re right,” he 
said. “I don’t understand you at all.” 

He turned to the fish-guards. “You may leave now.” 

The guards looked at him questioningly, but he waved them away. “Go on,” 
he said. “Ill turn them over to the Summoner.” 

As the fish-guards glided away, Kyja allowed herself the tiniest ray of hope. 
Was he going to set them free after all? Maybe something she’d said had gotten 
through to Cascade. Maybe he really had found a way to care about others. 

“You’re not going to give us to the—” she began, but before she could finish 
her sentence, Cascade put his hand on her back. Resting his other hand on the 
blob, he shoved her, and she went flying through. 


Chapter 58 


Outside the Walls 


Marcus watched in horror as Kyja tumbled into the blob. 


“No!” he screamed. 

A second later, Cascade pushed him through the blob as well, with Riph 
Raph close behind. 

He was already gathering his magic as he collapsed to his knees on the wet 
ground outside the city. He might not be able to hold off the Dark Circle, but he 
was determined to fight as long as he still had breath. 

Riph Raph flapped his wings, caught air, and wheeled protectively over Kyja 
with a cry of fury. Kyja had landed by the edge of a small stream. She jumped to 
her feet, raising her fists as though she intended to fight the Summoner with her 
bare hands. 

Disoriented, Marcus was not sure from which direction the army would 
strike. Pushing himself to his feet with his staff, he looked right and left before 
realizing the Dark Circle must be gathered behind him. He spun around, already 
beginning to cast a protection spell and saw . . . nothing. 

Across from him, Kyja was looking around too. “Where are they?” she 
shouted, pivoting back and forth. 

Riph Raph circled overhead, craned his neck, and pointed his beak. “There,” 
he said in a shocked tone of voice. 

Marcus looked in the direction Riph Raph had pointed. For a moment he saw 
nothing. Then, in the distance, he saw the shimmering wall of the city. Lined up 
in front of it—so far off it was little more than a blur—was the army of the Dark 
Circle. Cascade had sent Marcus, Kyja, and Riph Raph at least three miles past 
where the Summoner was waiting for them. 

Slowly Kyja lowered her fists. “I don’t understand.” 

Marcus brushed his hair out of his eyes. “Maybe he made a mistake.” 

“It was no mistake,” came a voice from the direction of the stream. Marcus 
moved cautiously toward the running water, then stepped back as he saw a blurry 
face looking up at him. 

“Cascade?” he asked, studying the reflection that rippled with the movement 
of the stream. 

Kyja joined Marcus, leaning over the clear-running water. “Is that really 


you?” she asked. 

“Tt’s me,” the face said. Marcus found himself looking up from the brook for 
the source of the reflection even though he knew Cascade wasn’t there. 

“You’re letting us go?” Kyja said. 

“T couldn’t send you in Dew’s place. You were wrong to enter the city, but 
she was just as wrong to leave. There is no reason you should be forced to pay 
for her crime.” 

“What will Tide say when he finds out what you’ve done?” Marcus asked, 
still unable to believe they weren’t in the hands of the Dark Circle. 

“He will be angry,” Cascade said, his voice burbling like the stream. “But he 
does not rule over the rest of us, even if he does control the seas.” 

“You do care then,” Kyja said, beaming. But Cascade shook his head. 

“T still do not understand what you call caring. I do not do this out of any 
affection for you. I do it because it is just.” 

Marcus rolled his eyes. At least they were free. 

“Go now,” Cascade said. “Before the Dark Circle realizes what I have done. 
The Summoner will come for you when it discovers you have escaped.” 

“What about Dew?” Kyja asked. “What will happen to her?” 

“She will live with the consequences of her actions—or die. That, too, is 
just.” 

Marcus studied the land around them. To the north was Lake Aeternus and 
Water Keep, along with the Dark Circle. Somewhere out of sight to the west 
were the Windlash Mountains. To the east was vast open plain. The only cover 
was to the south where the distant rolling hills were peppered with small trees 
and brush. “Come on,” Marcus said. “We should be able to make those hills 
before dark.” 

“You can’t just leave Dew with the Dark Circle,” Kyja shouted at the stream. 
But Cascade’s face in the water was gone. She began to follow Marcus, then 
stopped and turned back toward Water Keep. 

Seeing the look in her green eyes, it was easy enough for Marcus to guess 
what she was thinking. “I want to help her too,” he said. “But she’s surrounded 
by an entire army of Fallen Ones—not to mention a Summoner. We wouldn’t 
stand a chance.” 

“They’ Il kill her,” Kyja said. 

Marcus shook his head in frustration. “They’d kill us before we could get 
anywhere near her. And they’d probably kill her anyway.” It was only a matter 
of time before the Summoner realized it had been tricked. If that happened while 
they were still in sight of the Dark Circle, Dew wouldn’t be the only one to die. 
Marcus tugged on Kyja’s fingers. Even Riph Raph seemed anxious to be away 


from the Fallen Ones. 

Kyja pulled her hand free. Her mouth set in a stubborn line. “Go if you want 
to. But I’m not leaving. Don’t you see? If we leave her to the Dark Circle, we’d 
be just like the Fontasians. How could we live with ourselves if we didn’t even 
try to help?” 

Marcus was torn by two emotions. On the one hand, he knew they could 
never succeed if they tried to take on the Dark Circle. He remembered all too 
well the sight of Master Therapass falling to the ground as the Summoner struck 
him with its unimaginably powerful magic. The idea of voluntarily returning to 
face such a creature was crazy. Fear closed around his heart like an icy glove at 
the thought. 

On the other hand, the look in Kyja’s eyes did something strange to his 
insides. It was the same look she’d had when she took the money and the cloaks 
to the woman in the car. The look she’d worn when she’d sent Marcus back to 
Earth, even though she thought she would die at the hands of the Thrathkin 
S’Bae. It was a look that made absolutely no sense at a time like this. And yet, it 
was a look that made his chest swell with pride. 

He took her hand again. But this time it wasn’t to pull her away. When she 
looked at him, he smiled a crooked grin. “You might just be the craziest person 
I’ve ever known, but you’re also the bravest.” 

She licked her lips and he noticed that even though her expression was firm, 
her chin was trembling. “Does that mean you’ll come with me?” 

It felt like the most foolhardy thing he’d ever done, and it would undoubtedly 
mean both their deaths. But he bobbed his head. “As long as yov’ll let me.” 


Chapter 59 


Rescue 


Do you have any idea how you intend to rescue her?” Marcus asked as the 


two of them walked toward Water Keep. 

Kyja’s smile lit up her entire face. “I was hoping you’d come up with 
something.” 

She burst into such infectious laughter that he couldn’t help joining her. It 
was a wonderful sound. If he was going to die, he wouldn’t mind if this was the 
last sound he ever heard. 

“T guess a frontal assault is out,” he said. And they started giggling all over 
again. 

“You’re both crazy,” Riph Raph muttered under his breath. 

Marcus cupped his hand over his eyes against the sun. They were close 
enough now to see the individual creatures of the Dark Circle’s army, but not yet 
close enough to make out what they were. 

“Tt would be nice if we could come up with some kind of diversion,” he said, 
glancing in Riph Raph’s direction. 

Riph Raph scowled. “Don’t even think about it.” 

“Maybe we could negotiate,” Kyja said. “Give them something they want for 
something we want.” 

“The only thing they want is us.” 

“Good point.” 

“If we get any closer,” the skyte said, “one of them is bound to see us.” 

“That’s it!” Kyja said. “Marcus, your invisibility spell. If you make us 
invisible, we can walk right in and rescue her.” 

Marcus shook his head, his hair flopping back and forth. “I’m not sure it 
would work against something as powerful as the Summoner.” 

“T guess you’re right,” Kyja said. 

“But...” Marcus ran his fingers through his hair as an idea occurred to him. 
It was crazy, and it almost surely wouldn’t work. But what if it did? 

He turned to Kyja and told her what he was thinking. Halfway through, Riph 
Raph began shaking his pointy blue head. “It has no chance,” he said, wagging 
his ears. “You’ll just get us caught.” 

But Kyja listened carefully. “Are you sure we can do that?” she asked. 


“No,” he replied. “But unless you can think of anything else, it’s our only 
chance.” 

Riph Raph snapped his beak. “Yov’ll get us all killed.” 

“Tf you have another idea, tell me now,” Marcus said. 

The skyte dug his talons into the ground, but he said nothing. 

“Okay, then.” Marcus looked at Kyja. “Are you in?” 

“Yes,” Kyja said at once. She turned to Riph Raph. “You don’t have to come 
with us.” 

“Pm coming,” the skyte said, then glared at Marcus. “But only because I 
have nothing better to do.” 
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Half an hour later, Marcus lay flat on his stomach beside Kyja and Riph 
Raph in the grass outside Water Keep. The skin on the back of his neck and head 
tightened against his skull—as if his scalp wanted to crawl away every bit as 
much as he did. 

From this close, the Fallen Ones were no longer just shapes. They were a 
horde of nightmare creatures filling the horizon. It was as if a window had 
opened into every bad dream he’d ever had. Spiders taller than a horse rose on 
long, stilt-like legs, single eyes on wavering stalks rising out of each of their 
hairy bodies. Snakes boasted two heads and dozens of sharp fangs. Other 
creatures stood on two legs like men, but had the heads of wild animals or 
appeared as huge, furry balls with teeth and stingers jutting out all over. And 
standing among them, hundreds of the undead. 

Their smell was clear too—dank and marshy, like something that had just 
climbed out of the grave. Under the smell of their corruption was something 
more threatening. It smelled wild and dangerous. Marcus thought it might be the 
smell of hunger. 

Pressed to the ground, Kyja looked scared. “We are doing the right thing, 
aren’t we?” she whispered. 

“T think it’s a little late to change our minds now,” Marcus said. “I don’t 
think we could make it out of here without being seen even if we wanted to.” It 
was amazing they’d been able to get as close as they had. If the Dark Circle’s 
attention hadn’t been focused on the walls of Water Keep, they would have been 
spotted long before. 

But now the army of horribly-mutated creatures was restless. They paced 
back and forth, growling and snapping at each other. At the front of their ranks, 
the Summoner roared with displeasure. It shook Dew’s cage with one gleaming 


talon, shouting, “Give me the children or she dies!” 

Marcus took a deep breath and tried to keep his hands from trembling. “If 
we’re going to do this, we’d better try now, before it’s too late.” He glanced at 
Kyja and Riph Raph, wondering if it was the last time he’d ever see his friends 
alive. 

“Wait.” Kyja grabbed him by the arm. “It wasn’t fair of me to force you into 
this. If you want to leave, Pll understand. If you use your invisibility, there’s a 
good chance you can get away.” 

“Finally she sees reason,” Riph Raph muttered. 

“What about you?” Marcus asked. 

Kyja shook her head. “I have to stay.” 

Even though Marcus wanted nothing more than to put as much distance as 
possible between them and the Dark Circle, he shook his head. “You were right. 
You have been all along. I just didn’t see it at first.” He wiped the cold sweat 
from his forehead. 

“T don’t know if all this stuff about us saving our worlds is true or not. But if 
it is, we can’t pick and choose who we save. The woman in that car with the 
baby and Kathleen and Jerrick on the bus—isn’t saving them just as important as 
creating a drift?” 

Kyja nodded, her clear eyes shining. “Morning Dew is part of this world.” 

“Right,” Marcus said. “If we’re going to save Farworld, we might as well 
start with her.” 

He slowly rose to his hands and knees and set his staff aside—knowing it 
would only slow him down for what he had in mind. Somehow this time, the 
idea of crawling didn’t bother him as much as it had in the past. Then, because 
he knew he’d probably back out if he gave it anymore thought, he squeezed 
Kyja’s hand, whispered, “Good luck,” and burst up out of the grass, screaming 
as loudly as he could. 

For a moment, the Fallen Ones seemed frozen by Marcus’s unexpected 
appearance. They watched as he raced toward them with an awkward-yet-speedy 
lurching crawl, shouting at the top of his lungs. 

The Summoner turned, still clutching Dew’s cage in its long, black talons. 
For a moment Marcus locked eyes with the huge, winged serpent, and his blood 
froze. What was he doing here? The Dark Circle was invincible. The world 
darkened around him, and he felt his lungs constrict. Despair filled his heart, and 
he started to raise his hands in surrender. The Summoner’s eyes gleamed with 
triumph. 

“Don’t give up,” a voice whispered from behind him. Marcus tried to turn, 
but his eyes were locked on the Summoner’s. 


“You’re stronger than them,” the voice called again, and it was as if a warm 
summer breeze blew across the back of his neck, loosing the Summoner’s grip 
on his mind. “Don’t let it scare you.” 

All at once Marcus remembered where he was and what he was doing. He 
recalled Kyja’s words to him in the desert. By ourselves maybe we aren’t much. 
But together... 

He could still feel the dark creature trying to steal away his will, but now he 
steeled himself against it. Slowly he clenched his raised hands into fists. 
Pumping them over his head, he gave his best war whoop. “Whoo, whoo, whoo, 
whoo, whoo!” and forced his gaze away. 

“Get him,” the Summoner bellowed. Flinging Dew’s cage aside, the creature 
spread its long, bony wings and rose into the air. 

Instantly Marcus cut to the right. The army of creatures—spurred to action 
by the call of their master—surged toward him. Despite the fear that tried to suck 
the energy from his arms and legs, Marcus charged forward. 

At the front of the pack, the blood-thirsty, eight-legged dogs bounded toward 
Marcus, barking and snapping, white foam dripping from their mouths. A pair of 
two-headed snakes rushed close behind. As they slithered toward him, Marcus 
could hear them hissing, “Marcus-s-s-s, Marcus-s-s-s.” 

From the corner of his eye, he saw a figure in a dark robe raise its forked 
staff. A flash of blue lightning barely sailed over his head. Marcus put on a burst 
of speed, scrambling for all he was worth, but suddenly a long-legged spider 
rose up out of the ground. Its oozing fangs gaped open as it reared in front of 
him. 

Marcus tried to turn, but he slipped in the wet grass and tumbled head over 
heels. The dogs doubled their pace. As one, they launched themselves in the air. 
Marcus ducked away from their gnashing teeth, but it was too late. Behind him 
the spider reached out to spear him with one of its long, hairy legs. 

Somewhere nearby, the Summoner howled in victory. 


Chapter 60 


The Plan 
ow!” Marcus shouted. 


Kyja popped out of the grass just in time to see the spider, dogs, and snakes 
launch themselves at Marcus. For a moment she was afraid she’d miscalculated. 
Why had he waited so long to shout? She closed her eyes, found Marcus in the 
between world, and pushed with all her might. Just as the dogs’ teeth clamped 
viciously shut, Marcus disappeared from view. 

Kyja burst from her hiding place. Ducking her head, she ran as hard as she 
could. Focused on the spot where Marcus had disappeared, none of the Fallen 
Ones noticed her as she raced silently through the knee-high grass, angling to the 
left away from the direction Marcus had gone. 

Flying low and behind her, Riph Raph counted just loudly enough for her to 
hear. “One . . . two . . . three...” 

In the distance, she could see Dew’s cage lying abandoned on its side, 
partially imbedded in the dirt. She couldn’t see whether Dew was moving or not. 

To her right, a Thrathkin S’Bae wheeled around. “There!” it shrieked, 
pointing its staff in her direction. 

Overhead, the Summoner’s howl of victory turned to rage. It thrust its 
diamond-shaped head toward Kyja. All around her, rocks appeared, whistling 
out of the sky and punching deep craters into the wet ground. 

“Turn!” Riph Raph called. Kyja cut to her right just as a rock bigger than she 
was tore a hole in the grass at her feet. 

With a high-pitched whine, three bristly black creatures, almost all teeth, cut 
through the grass. Kyja accelerated, but the creatures were too fast. They closed 
in on her, tearing a ragged path in the ground. 

“Fifteen!” Riph Raph counted. He flew toward the speeding creatures and 
launched a ball of blue flame. 

“F-e-e-e-e,” squealed the lead creature as Riph Raph’s flame struck home. It 
buried its burning body in the wet dirt, forcing the two behind it to go wide. 

“Eighteen,” Riph Raph shouted. 

Kyja dipped her head and ran for all she was worth as the two creatures 
raced toward her. 

“Nineteen!” 

She could hear the beasts right behind her. The ground shook beneath her 


feet, but she didn’t dare look back. Something tugged at the hem of her robe, and 
she stumbled. 

“Twenty!” 

“Where is he?” screamed Riph Raph as the bristled creatures pulled Kyja 
down. 


x OOK OK 


“Nineteen,” Marcus counted, gasping for breath. He scrambled across a rain- 
wet Chicago street up onto the sidewalk, narrowly missing glittering shards of a 
broken bottle. It was night, and for the moment, at least, the street was empty. 

“Twenty.” 

He closed his eyes and looked for the golden ropes attached to Kyja and 
Riph Raph. For a terrible second he didn’t think they were going to be there. It’d 
never taken this long before. But then they were there, hanging, just as they 
always did, in the gray between-place. 

He tugged with all his strength, and Kyja and Riph Raph appeared at his 
side. 

“That was too close!” Riph Raph shouted. He had come through as a 
chameleon again this time, and his bulging eyes searched two directions at once. 

Marcus stared with horror at the shredded hem of Kyja’s robe as she got up 
from the wet sidewalk. 

“Are you—” he began, but Kyja cut him off with a wave of her hand. 

“Pm fine,” she puffed. “We have to go back before they catch on. Are you 
ready?” 

“Yeah.” Marcus’s chest was burning from his efforts in Farworld and the 
distance he’d covered on Earth since Kyja sent him over. But Kyja was right. 
The only way the plan would work was by keeping the Summoner and his army 
off-guard. 

Kyja closed her eyes, and instantly Marcus felt the stomach-churning 
sensation as she pushed herself back to Farworld, taking him and Riph Raph 
with her. 

As soon as Marcus felt the damp ground of Farworld under his knees, he 
started scrambling again. He didn’t look back, but he knew that behind him, 
Kyja and Riph Raph had hidden themselves below the top of the grass. 

The plan worked perfectly. Glancing to his right, he saw the confused Fallen 
Ones still nosing around the spot where Kyja had disappeared. A few of them 
had gone back to where Marcus had disappeared. But none of them were looking 
in the direction where Marcus was now. 


By hurrying as far up the street as he could after jumping to Earth, Marcus 
had changed the location he pulled Kyja and Riph Raph to by almost a hundred 
yards. So when Kyja sent them back to Farworld, they were also nearly a 
hundred yards away. 

He checked the air for the Summoner, but the winged creature was nowhere 
in sight. There was a clear path between himself and Dew’s cage. He made a 
beeline for it and skidded to a halt in front 
of her. Morning Dew looked up with big, scared eyes. 

“Help me,” she cried, clutching at the cold bars. Marcus examined the cage. 
Just as he expected, it was locked. If only he had the time, he might be able to 
figure out how to unlock it with magic. But already the Dark Circle’s army was 
beginning to spread out. It wouldn’t be long before they discovered what he was 
up to. 

“You’re going to be all right,” Marcus said as Dew reached between the bars 
and touched his hand with her small, cold fingers. “As soon as I get you out of 
this cage,” Marcus said, “return to the city. Don’t stop, and don’t look back.” 

Dew nodded. “Thank you,” she said. 

Marcus wrapped his hands around the thick bars of the cage. They felt nasty 
and frigid in his grip. 

This was the last unsure part of the plan. Other than Marcus and Riph Raph, 
Kyja didn’t know how to send living things to Earth or back to Farworld. But 
objects had come across. The money, the trill stones, and the picture of Elder 
Ephraim had all made the jump. If he could manage to take the cage with him on 
the jump to Earth—and if Morning Dew stayed in Farworld—she would be free. 
They were big ifs: neither Marcus nor Kyja knew if he could take the cage 
across or how elementals might react to the jump. But it was too late to worry 
about that now. 

As soon as he grabbed hold of the cage, he felt Kyja push. At first he didn’t 
think he was going to be able to hang on. The cage twisted and bucked in his 
grip, resisting his efforts to take it with him. Marcus landed in the center of the 
street. Beside him, the oversized bird cage clanged to the asphalt, making a loud 
racket. 

“Keep it down out there!” someone shouted. 

Marcus checked the cage. It was empty. 

“Yes,” he said almost silently, pumping his fist in the air. Other than the 
taillights of a car in the distance, the street was empty. Closing his eyes, he 
reached out to take hold of the ropes to pull Kyja and Riph Raph to Earth. 

But before he could pull them, something slammed against the back of his 
head, and he collapsed to the street, unconscious. 


Chapter 61 


Strange Weather 


Kyja peered above the top of the grass. As Marcus grabbed the bars of the 


cage, she held her breath. When he’d told her his idea, she’d known it was a 
good one. The plan could work, had to work. But what if the cage wouldn’t 
jump? Worse, what if Marcus couldn’t make the jump while he was holding it? 

Would he be willing to let go? To give it all up? 

Closing her eyes, Kyja saw Marcus’s other half hanging limply in the gray 
nothingness between here and Ert. His lifeless body shook and trembled in the 
between world. Please work, she whispered in her mind as she pushed. Doubling 
her effort, she shoved with all her strength, and Marcus’s body disappeared. 

When she opened her eyes, the cage was gone, and Dew was free. Like a 
shot, the water elemental raced for the walls of Water Keep. She was inside 
before the Fallen Ones even knew she was gone. 

A surge of joy welled up in Kyja’s chest. They’d done it! 

“She made it.” Kyja breathed a sigh of relief. As she turned toward Riph 
Raph, sharp, black claws closed around her waist, and an icy voice growled, 
“The game is over.” 

The claws yanked Kyja around, and she found herself staring into the cold, 
dead eyes of the Summoner. 

“Where is-s-s he?” the serpent hissed, lifting her off the ground. At its touch, 
Kyja felt her link to Marcus instantly vanish. 

She tried to swallow, but her throat was locked. Even if she’d wanted to 
speak, she couldn’t have. Her body went slack with fear. As the terrible creature 
pulled her close, she could smell the rotten-meat stink of its foul breath. 

Riph Raph lay crumpled on the ground, unmoving, his eyes closed. 

“Your lizard is dead,” the Summoner said, squeezing her until she felt like 
she was going to explode. “Give me the boy, and I’ Il let you live.” 

Kyja found her voice. “No,” she squeaked. 

The talons bit into her sides like teeth, and the Summoner forced her to look 
into its eyes. Mind-numbing cold filled her body as the serpent’s dark pupils 
swirled before her. She struggled to turn away, but couldn’t move. 

“We’ll kill him anyway,” the creature said. “Give him to us, and at least one 
of you will survive.” 


Kyja shook her head, but it was becoming harder and harder to think. The 
creature’s huge eyes were like bottomless wells, pulling her down into darkness. 

“T can teach you magic,” the Summoner said. “I can even send you back to 
Earth permanently. Help you find your family.” 

“Magic?” Kyja moaned, slipping in and out of consciousness. “Family?” If 
she brought Marcus back, she could go to Ert—she could find her parents. The 
thought of her parents warmed her like a thick blanket. 

“Yes-s-s-s,” the Summoner hissed. “Just give me the boy.” 

“The boy.” Kyja’s hand moved without any conscious control, her fingers 
opening as though reaching for something. Behind her closed eyes she could see 
Marcus standing on a rain-drenched street. Somewhere in the back of her mind, 
a small part of her was screaming for her to stop. What are you doing? You can't 
give Marcus to the Dark Circle. They will destroy him. But that part of her was 
too small to overcome the huge power that was forcing her to reach out to 
Marcus—to close her fingers around the golden rope, to end her intense pain. 

As she reached for the rope—the Summoner’s foul, hot breath panting 
against her face—something smashed against the side of the Summoner’s head. 
Kyja’s eyes flew open, and she saw a bloody Riph Raph clinging to the top of 
the Summoner’s long neck. 

A blue ball of fire crashed into the side of the Summoner’s face. 

“Not...a... lizard,” the Riph Raph groaned. 

The Summoner’s talons tightened around Kyja’s chest, sending spasms of 
pain through her body. It was enough to break the trance. 

“No!” She spat in the Summoner’s face. “I’ll never give Marcus to you. 
Never!” 

Snarling in anger, the Summoner flung her to the ground. Her ears rang with 
the impact. The creature flicked Riph Raph with the tip of its huge, red wing, 
and the skyte hit the dirt with a sickening thud. 

Ripping scars into the ground, the Summoner leaned over her, opening its 
mouth to reveal the double rows of teeth inside. “I will make your death slow 
and painful,” it growled. 

Kyja tried to lift herself to her feet, but she had no strength left. Instead, she 
dragged her body backwards. Pushing across the grass with trembling arms, she 
felt a cold mist settle over her. Strands of hair stuck to the side of her face. 

“Hurry up, you three,” a voice called. 

“Who’s there?” the Summoner barked, turning its massive head. Drops of 
water clung to its scaled body like tiny, shimmering rubies. 

“Come on. Come on!” said a second voice Kyja thought she recognized. 

“Don’t rush me,” a third voice answered. Overhead, the sky, which had been 


clear and blue a moment before, grew dark and menacing. A jagged bolt of 
lightning crashed down from the boiling clouds, striking the Summoner on the 
back of the head. 

Roaring angrily, the Summoner whirled around as though chasing its own 
tail. 

“That’s better,” a voice giggled. 

“Dew?” Kyja said. As though in answer, a sparkling mist filled the air, and 
heavy drops of rain started to fall. 

Something cold and wet touched Kyja’s arms and legs, and she turned to see 
the stream she and Marcus had followed earlier overflowing its banks. The 
water, which had meandered gently toward Water Keep before, was racing 
backward, away from the lake, in a torrent that quickly rose to the tops of the 
grass. Bits of debris and foam floated across the murky surface as the army of 
undead creatures looked about uneasily. 

“What kind of trick is this?” the Summoner howled, turning back to Kyja. Its 
red eyes glared down at her as she struggled to stay afloat in the rising flow. 

Before she could answer, something stirred nearby. A low groaning sound 
filled the air as a dark hump rose out of the fog for a moment before splashing 
back down. 

The Summoner advanced on Kyja. “Your puny magic won’t save you.” As it 
raised a claw to spear her, a thick eel-like shape slithered out of the deep murk. It 
wrapped itself around the creature’s leg, but the Summoner jerked its leg free, 
and the eel shattered into a million tiny drops of water. 

But now, all around them, the dark water was roiling and bubbling. Deep 
moans and high-pitched squeals filled the air. The water was up to Kyja’s chest, 
and she had to paddle her hands to keep from going under. Something brushed 
against the back of her leg, and she cried out. A hundred yards away, a row of 
wraith-like shapes seemed to rise up out of nowhere. 

Kyja rubbed her eyes. The water-wraiths moved smoothly across the surface 
of water, looking neither left nor right. Their faces were devoid of mouths, eyes, 
or noses, and Kyja swore she could see right through them as if they were made 
of the water itself. 

As she watched, one of the giant spiders lunged toward the line of figures. 
Without hesitating, the wraith on the left wrapped itself around the spider’s legs, 
and both of them disappeared beneath the dark water. 

Nearby, one of the two-headed dogs—which had been paddling around 
looking for a place to escape the rising water—howled in pain, and Kyja saw 
something that looked like a giant turtle snap it down into the darkness. Roars 
and howls filled the air as water-creatures of all shapes and sizes rose from the 


water and attacked the Fallen Ones. 

For the first time, the Summoner seemed unsure of itself. Watching its army 
disappear all around, it flapped its bony wings, looking right and left. Then, from 
far out in Lake Aeternus came a sound that seemed to make up the dark 
creature’s mind. It started as a dull grinding—like an immense boulder being 
pried from the side of a mountain—but quickly rose in volume until it sounded 
like the roar of a hurricane. 

A solid black wall of water rolled out from the lake, growing as it raced 
toward them. First ten feet, then twenty, finally fifty feet high. 

“Riph Raph!” Kyja screamed as she was flung forward. Fighting to breathe, 
she turned her head to see the Summoner rise into the air, red wings beating at 
the stormy sky, eyes blazing. 

Just as she was sure it was going to escape, something immense rose out of 
the water. At first it seemed to be a huge fish—its body so wide she had to turn 
her head from one side to the other to take it all in, like trying to see an entire 
mountain from close up. But no fish could be that big. Somehow it kept rising up 
and up. Meeting the Summoner in midair, it opened a broad, dark maw and 
swallowed the dark creature in one bite. 

At that moment, Kyja slipped under and swallowed a mouthful of lake water. 
Coughing and gagging, she tried the fight her way to the surface, but the tide 
was too strong. She could swear she heard Marcus’s voice screaming her name; 
then a pair of hands seemed to lift her until she could gulp the cold air into her 
burning lungs. 


Chapter 62 


Flight of the 
Broken Bird 


Marcus woke to the sound of shrieking brakes and honking horns. The floor 


shifted violently beneath him, and his head slammed against metal bars. He was 
in a dark, closed space. Had he somehow returned to his cell in the caverns of 
the unmakers? He opened his eyes and looked around. 

He appeared to be in the back of some kind of janitorial van. Buckets, 
brooms, and various cleaning supplies rattled against one another on narrow 
metal shelves all about him. He was inside a cage that was either the same one 
Dew had been locked inside or one very much like it. 

Street lights briefly illuminated the interior of the van and then disappeared 
again as the vehicle raced past them. Outside, horns blared as the van shifted 
again, tossing Marcus about like a stuffed doll. He threw his hands up to keep 
from being smashed against the bars again. 

“Exciting, isn’t it? Maneuvering through city traffic,” came a voice from the 
front seat. Silver eyes stared out at him from the rearview mirror. Marcus’s pulse 
raced. 

“Bonesplinter,” Marcus said, nearly gagging on the word. He wrapped his 
fingers around the bars of the cage and yanked at the door, but it was locked. 

“I suppose you’re looking for this,” Bonesplinter laughed. He adjusted the 
mirror with a long-fingered hand and held up something black and rusty so 
Marcus could see it more clearly. Bonesplinter dropped the key into his pocket. 

All at once, Marcus remembered Kyja and Riph Raph. Closing his eyes, he 
looked for the golden ropes, but they were gone. 

As though reading his mind, Bonesplinter let out a dark chuckle. “I don’t 
think you’ll be doing any more world jumping. You see, the bars of that cage 
possess a few special properties.” 

Anger pulsed through Marcus’s body as he thought of Kyja trapped in 
Farworld with the army of the Dark Circle. Tightening his fingers on the bars, 
Marcus imagined a gust of wind throwing Bonesplinter—who was not wearing a 
seatbelt—forward against the windshield. Under his breath, Marcus began 
muttering the words he’d used against the Thrathkin S’Bae outside the bus days 


before. But this time they seemed robbed of all force. They were just words. 

Bonesplinter grinned into the mirror. “Did I mention one of the benefits of 
the cage is that it renders magic powerless?” 

Marcus slumped against the bars. “Where are you taking me?” 

“A very good question indeed, little bird.” Bonesplinter jerked the steering 
wheel hard to the left, and outside the shrieking of tires accompanied a sudden 
glare of headlights. Marcus could only imagine how many accidents were taking 
place all around them as Bonesplinter maneuvered the van. 

“Out of my way, you pitiful maggots!” the Thrathkin S’Bae roared, rolling 
down his window and shaking his fist. Cold, wet air poured through the window, 
making Marcus shiver. “My only regret is that I won’t be able to take any of 
these fascinating inventions with me when I return to the Master. But I guess 
you’ll have to do.” 

“You’re taking me back to Farworld?” Marcus asked, his throat tightening. 

The Thrathkin S’Bae gave a feral grin. His teeth seemed to have grown 
larger over the last few minutes. “The Master would gladly accept the gift of 
your dead body. But how much better to deliver you alive—especially if you 
agreed to willingly serve him?” 

“TIl never join the Dark Circle,” Marcus growled. 

Bonesplinter’s eyes gleamed. “You won’t have any choice once I take you 
through the drift.” 

“The drift?” Marcus remembered the words Master Therapass had spoken in 
the Westland Woods. If the Dark Circle has created a drift, they did it by force. 
Before you could get halfway through it, you’d be as foul as they are. 

“You understand then? Once I take you through the drift, your soul will be as 
black as night, your magic confined to the dark arts. The only ones who will 
accept you are the Dark Circle. Who knows? Maybe you’! even learn to like it.” 

Marcus’s skin went cold as the Thrathkin S’Bae chuckled. He had to find 
some way to escape and get back to Kyja. But what could he do? As long as he 
was trapped inside this cage, he was helpless. 

His eyes returned to the front seat, where Bonesplinter’s seatbelt hung 
unbuckled at his side. If only there was some way to cause the Thrathkin S’Bae 
to lose control of the van. But Marcus was too far away to reach the front of the 
van, and his magic wouldn’t work. 

The van tilted upward for a moment, and Marcus thought they might be 
pulling onto a freeway ramp. Bonesplinter shot him an amused glance. “It’s a 
shame about your arms and legs. It must be a horrible inconvenience to slither 
about everywhere on your belly.” 

Marcus glared at him. “You would know, being a snake.” 


The Thrathkin S’Bae remained composed. “The difference is that I choose to 
slither.” 

Marcus knew Bonesplinter’s taunts were meant to unnerve him, to keep him 
off balance. Instead, he scanned the back of the van for something that might 
help him escape. With his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he took note of the 
bottles of chemicals and boxes of supplies around him. Some of the liquids 
might burn if he could manage to throw them in Bonesplinter’s eyes. But Marcus 
knew he would never be able to get them through the bars of the cage, and even 
if he could, there was no way to throw them anywhere near Bonesplinter’s face. 

“Have you ever wondered who it was that mangled your arm and leg?” 
Bonesplinter asked. 

Despite himself, Marcus felt his body stiffen. 

In the mirror, the Thrathkin S’Bae watched Marcus’s expression with an 
unpleasant smile. “Yes. I can see it in your eyes. I can see the hate. You do want 
to know who did this to you.” 

Ignore him, Marcus told himself. Biting the inside of his lip, he tried to shut 
out the Thrathkin S’Bae’s words and focus on something he could use to escape. 
He scanned the bottles, buckets... 

All at once his eyes landed on a mop. He remembered the day he’d fought 
off Chet and his friends. If he could manage to jam the head of the mop against 
the van’s gas pedal, maybe... 

“PII give you a hint,” Bonesplinter said. “The same person who turned you 
into a belly-crawling cripple also killed your parents—slowly and painfully.” 

Inside his cage, Marcus jerked, and his eyes found Bonesplinter’s. “You’re 
lying.” 

“You didn’t know about your parents?” The Thrathkin S’Bae’s smile 
extended from ear to ear. “Oh. I’m sorry. I just assumed the old man who called 
himself a wizard told you about your mother and father before he died.” 

Master Therapass dead? Marcus lunged for the mop—pressing his side 
against the far wall of the cage. But his arm wouldn’t fit through. The bars were 
too close together, stopping his arm just above the wrist. The mop lay less than 
eight inches from his grasp, but it might as well have been a mile. 

“Tt’s probably better your parents died anyway,” Bonesplinter continued 
cheerfully. “I’m sure they would have been so disappointed to see how you 
ended up. A nasty, broken bird in a nasty cage. A cripple who dreamed of 
flying.” 

Cripple. The word pounded over and over inside Marcus’s head. It was true. 
He’d failed again, leaving Kyja alone with the Summoner. He was useless. It 
was crazy to think he would ever be anything else. If only he had two good arms 


and legs. If only... 

Suddenly he stared down at his withered arm. He might be disabled, but 
maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing. At least not this time. His left arm was much 
thinner than his right, and it fit between the bars easily. Crooked as it was, his 
arm was still long enough to tweeze his thumb and forefinger over the mop 
handle. 

Giving a quick glance to the mirror to make sure Bonesplinter wasn’t 
watching, Marcus edged the mop toward his cage until he could reach it with his 
right hand. 

“Tt’s only fair you should know.” Bonesplinter was still talking in the front 
seat. “Since we’re going to be friends for a long time, I might as well tell you. 
I’m the one. I’m the one who killed your parents. And left you the way you are.” 

Marcus felt fire burn in his cheeks. But it was no longer coming from 
Bonesplinter’s words. The Thrathkin S’Bae was a liar. He always had been. 
Maybe he did kill Marcus’s parents, or maybe he didn’t, but what mattered now 
was that Marcus find a way to get back to Farworld and help Kyja. 

He had to distract the Thrathkin S’Bae long enough to lift the mop and drive 
it forward. Looking at Bonesplinter’s face in the mirror, the answer came to him 
in a flash. 

“You failed though, didn’t you?” Marcus said. 

“What?” For once the Thrathkin S’Bae seemed to be taken off-guard. His 
broad smile faltered. 

“You were supposed to kill me, weren’t you? What would be the point of 
nearly finishing me off, while leaving everyone else dead? Your master sent you 
to kill me. And you thought you had.” 

“Be quiet.” Bonesplinter’s mouth curled into a sinister frown. “You don’t 
know what you’re talking about.” 

“How hard could it have been to kill a baby?” Marcus continued, knowing 
he’d hit the mark. “But you didn’t. You failed. Your master must have been 
furious. That’s why he gave you that scar, isn’t it? Because you failed to kill me 
then, just like you’re going to fail now.” 

“Shut up!” Bonesplinter screamed. Reaching up to touch the scar with one 
hand, he turned his head and glared furiously at Marcus. 

That was all Marcus needed. Lifting the mop handle with his right hand and 
guiding it with the thumb and finger of his left, he jabbed the head of the mop at 
the gas pedal just like he’d jabbed the handle at Chet’s friend Squint back at the 
boys school. His aim was every bit as good this time. As the mophead hit the 
accelerator, Marcus leaned on the end of the handle. 

The van shot forward, and Bonesplinter spun back toward the wheel. “What 


are you doing?” he screamed, trying to kick the mop away. But Marcus had his 
whole weight on the handle, jamming the stringy mophead over the gas pedal 
and under the brake. It wouldn’t budge. 

Marcus couldn’t see what was happening outside the van, but he could hear 
horns blaring as Bonesplinter cut the steering wheel left and right. Finally the 
Thrathkin S’Bae thought to step on the brake, but by then it was too late. “Look 
out!” Bonesplinter cried, throwing his arms up in front of his face as headlights 
flashed through the windows. 

There was a stench of burning rubber followed by a jarring crunch, as 
Marcus, still in the cage, flew toward the front of the van. Burying his head in 
his arms, he lodged his body against the bars. A second crunch came from the 
back of the van, sending them spinning in a circle. Bonesplinter, who had locked 
his hands on the steering wheel, was thrown violently to the left. His head 
slammed against the side of the van, and his eyes rolled back. 

With one final thud of bending metal and a tinkle of broken glass, the van 
finally came to a stop. Dizzy and disoriented, Marcus opened his eyes. His right 
arm was throbbing, and his head felt like someone had bowled a strike with it, 
but nothing seemed broken. 

The cage had ended up jammed sideways between the two front seats, but 
not a bar was bent. The same couldn’t be said for the Thrathkin S’ Bae, who was 
bleeding from several cuts on his hands and face. His right arm was twisted at a 
Strange angle, and his eyes were closed. He was breathing in slow, shallow 
breaths, as if asleep. 

Realizing he might not have much time before Bonesplinter came to, Marcus 
quickly slid his left arm through the bars of his cage. Ever so gently, Marcus 
dropped his hand into the Thrathkin S’Bae’s pocket until his fingers found the 
long, metal key. 

A moment later, he unlocked the door to his cage and climbed out. From all 
around the van he could hear the sound of angry voices and honking horns. 
Marcus looked at the unconscious Thrathkin S’Bae and realized he could kill 
him right now. If he couldn’t do it with his bare hands, he could at least do it 
with magic. 

But then he remembered Kyja. Where was she? Had the Dark Circle 
captured her? When he closed his eyes, the ropes were still gone. What did that 
mean? 

“Kyja!” he screamed inside his head. “Kyja! Where are you?” 

For a moment nothing happened. Then . . . he felt . . . something. Was it her? 
Had she heard him? There was the smallest tug at his stomach. It was her. 

Pull me over! He silently shouted. The next second, he felt the inside-out 


feeling, and he was tumbling. 

Before his feet even landed, he looked around. The entire plain was 
flattened, as though a giant hand had pressed every blade of grass to the ground. 
A strange mist was breaking up, and a layer of brown water flowed sluggishly 
across the grass toward the lake. A few feet away, Marcus saw Riph Raph 
blinking and shaking his head. Muddy sheets flew from his wings as he slowly 
flapped them. 

“Where’s Kyja?” Marcus shouted. “Is she all right?” 

“T’m here,” a voice called. 

Marcus turned, and his heart leapt. It was Kyja. She was sopping wet, her 
hair plastered to her scalp in a soggy mess, and she was walking with a limp. But 
somehow she was alive. 

Marcus clawed his way across the muddy ground until he and Kyja were 
only inches apart. “Are you okay?” he asked, searching her for some sign of 
injury. 

“T think so.” She nodded, brushing a damp strand of hair from her cheek. 

“The Summoner?” Marcus asked. “Where is it?” 

Kyja shrugged. “Everything happened so fast.” 

Then they heard a familiar voice. 

“Tt’s all right,” Cascade said. “You’re safe.” 


Chapter 63 


Dawn Chimes 


Tell me again about the part where you spit on the Summoner.” Marcus was 


disappointed he’d missed all the excitement. 

Kyja blushed. “I don’t know if I really spat. It was more like some saliva 
flew out of my mouth.” 

“No. It was definitely spit,’ Riph Raph said. “A big, wet one right in the 
middle of the Summoner’s face.” 

Marcus burst into laughter, and Kyja turned an even deeper shade of red. The 
three of them were sitting around a small, clear table inside Water Keep, 
ravenously eating their first good meal in what seemed like ages. Nearby, 
Raindrop, Mist, Morning Dew, and Cascade watched them with expressions 
ranging from amusement to complete confusion. 

Lifting his half-full water glass, Marcus turned to Cascade. “Show me again 
how to do that spell.” Ever since he’d learned the Fontasians were masters of 
water magic, Marcus had been pestering them to teach him. 

Cascade shook his white hair out of his eyes and smiled indulgently. “It’s not 
a matter of how so much as what and why. Once you learn to communicate 
clearly to the element what you are trying to accomplish and why you want to do 
it, the rest is simple.” 

The Fontasian held out his right hand, and a slim rod that looked like cut 
glass but was actually made of water emerged from between his fingers. He 
pointed the rod at Marcus’s glass. Slowly the water rose out of the glass and 
formed itself into the shape of a tiny figure. 

“Look, Riph Raph, it’s you!” Kyja said, clapping her hands. The little water 
skyte Cascade had created flapped its wings and flew gracefully through the air, 
circling Kyja’s head and darting playfully toward the real Riph Raph before 
dropping back into Marcus’s glass with a splash. 

“Awesome! Let me try,” Marcus said. He gave an envious glance toward 
Cascade’s wand, but the Fontasian shook his head, and the clear rod disappeared 
from his fingers. 

“A wand won’t help you until you develop a better understanding of magic,” 
Cascade said. 

Marcus nodded. “I know, I know. Master Therapass told me. I was just 


hoping.” At the mention of the wizard’s name, the room grew silent for a 
moment. Marcus and Kyja had been surprised to learn that the water elementals 
had no clue what had become of Master Therapass. Although they’d searched 
for him, there was no sign from any of their sources. 

Concentrating his will on the glass before him, Marcus reminded himself to 
think about what and why. Although he understood casting a spell didn’t require 
him to say anything out loud, he still found it easier to focus his thoughts by 
creating little rhymes. 

Shining water clear and bright, turn yourself into a skyte. 

The water rose from his glass. 

“You’re doing it!” Kyja shouted. 

He was doing it. His skyte wasn’t quite as perfect as Cascade’s—the wings 
looked more like blobs, and the head wobbled strangely to the left—but it rose 
into the air and stayed there. 

“Ts that supposed to be me?” Riph Raph snorted. “It looks more like a wilted 
pickle.” 

Grimacing, Marcus tried to fly the water skyte onto the real skyte’s head. 
Instead, the water lost its shape and splashed on the tabletop, soaking the front of 
Marcus’s shirt and pants. 

“You got the what, but not the why,” Cascade said with a chuckle. “Elements 
won’t obey you on a whim. And revenge is one of the least effective whys.” 

“Maybe you should change him into a fish again. He’s already wet,” Kyja 
joked. 

Kyja turned to Morning Dew. “I never heard how the Summoner captured 
you in the first place. Did you go outside the walls?” 

Dew shook her head. “We’re not supposed to leave the city. It was the 
strangest thing. I was inside the walls looking out, when all at once, I found 
myself outside. And then the cage closed around me, and I couldn’t escape.” 

Marcus wondered if she was telling the whole truth or just trying not to get 
in trouble. “If you can’t leave the city, how did you rescue Kyja?” he asked, 
trying to mop his pants with a cloth napkin. 

“Under . . . normal circumstances we . . . would not have—that is... 
Cascade stammered. 

“I told them if they didn’t come outside with me, I’d tell everyone they were 
a bunch of scared little fish,” said Dew, with a mischievous grin. 

Cascade’s face tightened. “You freed one of us. We helped you. It seemed 
only... just.” 

“You might start to care about others if you don’t watch out,” Kyja teased. 

“What will you do now?” Dew asked. 
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Though the Fontasians had offered to let them stay as long as they wanted, 
Marcus and Kyja could tell that having humans in their city made the water 
elementals very uncomfortable. And besides, they needed to leave soon before 
the Dark Circle could send another army to replace the one the Fontasians had 
defeated. 

Marcus glanced at Kyja. “I guess we’ll go looking for the other elementals.” 

“But how?” Kyja asked. “You can’t stay here much longer. You’re already 
starting to look sick again. And I can’t stay on Ert for more than a few days at a 
time.” 

Marcus nodded. He was starting to get the dull pounding in his head again. 
“Then we’ll just have to jump back and forth together. A few days on Earth for 
me. Then a few days here for you. One way or another, we’ll find the others.” 
The Fontasians still hadn’t actually agreed to help create a drift, but hopefully 
Marcus could convince them if he and Kyja found the other three elementals and 
got them to join. 

“You don’t have any idea where we might find them, do you?” Kyja asked 
the Fontasians. 

The water elementals shuffled about with surprising awkwardness for such 
graceful creatures. Finally Cascade spoke up. “This is a rather uncomfortable 
thing you ask of us. Elementals prefer to be left to themselves. Prying into 
another’s affairs is highly discouraged. It could cause certain . . . unpleasantness 
... if they were to discover we told you of their whereabouts.” 

Kyja waited silently. 

Cascade coughed into his hand. “Perhaps if you traveled west to the Noble 
River and followed it south until it meets the Sea of Eternal Sorrows . . .” He let 
his words drift away. 

“Thank you,” Kyja said. “If we find anything there, we won’t mention you 
told us.” 

As Kyja leaned back in her chair, the sleeves of her robe pulled up enough to 
reveal the deep scratches on her arms from the Summoner’s claws. All at once 
Marcus was struck by the realization of how close she had come to death and the 
memory of his inability to help her. 

“When I woke up in the back of Bonesplinter’s van and realized I couldn’t 
pull you over, I thought . . .” His voice cracked, and he looked quickly away. He 
couldn’t tell her how scared he’d felt, how alone. 

“Pm fine,” Kyja said, reaching out to squeeze his hand. Then she did 
something that surprised both of them. She leaned across the table and kissed 
him on the cheek. 

Now it was Marcus’s turn to blush. He could feel his face turning a bright 


shade of plum. Quickly he placed a hand over his mouth and gave an obvious 
yawn. “Well, we’d better get some sleep if we’re going to leave in the morning.” 

“Right,” Kyja said at once. Neither of them looked at each other, but Riph 
Raph watched them both with an amused look in his eyes. 

Once Cascade had shown them to their beds, Marcus found himself unable to 
fall asleep. His body was bone weary—the last time he’d rested was briefly in 
the unmakers’ cell. But his mind wouldn’t seem to shut down. He tried to blame 
it on the pulsing blue and green walls, but the truth was, he couldn’t stop 
thinking about Kyja. 

He’d never had a girl kiss him before, and thinking about it made him feel 
both hot and cold at the same time. But even more than the kiss, the fact that 
he’d made his first true friend filled him with an excitement that burned like a 
flame in his chest. 

He thought about Kyja’s fear that she had no magic. Didn’t she realize that 
without her, they never could have made it as far as they had? Cascade could say 
whatever he wanted, but the truth was, the water elementals would never have 
come to Kyja’s aid if she hadn’t decided to rescue Dew first. Did her ability to 
help people and to show them how to help each other have something to do with 
her magic? 

What good was the ability to stop a stick from hitting you in the head 
compared to that? 

With those thoughts, he drifted off to sleep. 
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What felt like only an hour later, Cascade was pulling him awake. 

“What time is it?” he asked, sitting up and rubbing his eyes. 

“Its nearly dawn,” the Fontasian said. “You need to leave early, before the 
Dark Circle sends another army.” 

“Right, right.” Marcus scrambled from the bed and pulled on his shoes. 
Outside the room, Kyja and Riph Raph were already waiting. 

“This way,” Cascade said, leading them to a blob. When the Fontasian 
touched the blob, it showed an image of Lake Aeternus. Its gentle waves were 
still black this early in the morning. 

Before entering the blob, Marcus paused. “I’ve been meaning to ask you,” he 
said to the Fontasian. “I can float here in the city—almost like being underwater. 
But I can breathe, too.” He gestured at the hallway and the surrounding space. 
“Ts this water or air?” 

“Yes,” Cascade said, and without any further explanation, walked through 


the blob. 

Marcus turned to Kyja, hoping she understood, but she only shrugged her 
shoulders and followed Cascade. 

Marcus stood a moment longer before entering the blob, relishing the feeling 
of standing. How would it feel to be able to stand all the time? Even outside 
Water Keep? He’d give anything to find out. Well, almost anything. 

With a sigh, he stepped through the blob and felt his weight return. It wasn’t 
quite as bad as he’d expected, though. His leg seemed a little stronger. And his 
hand felt as if it was able to open a little farther. Maybe that meant Farworld was 
a little closer to healing. Still, it was a relief when Cascade handed him his 
walking staff. 

“T found this outside the city,” the Fontasian said. 

At the edge of the Lake, Cascade stopped beside a small sailboat and ran his 
hand across the smooth hull. “If you’re determined to keep looking for the rest 
of the elementals, the quickest way to get started is by water. And after what 
happened here, the Dark Circle may think twice before getting anywhere near 
Lake Aeternus.” 

“But I don’t know how to sail,” Marcus said. He turned to Kyja. “Do you?” 

Kyja shook her head. 

“That’s all right,” Cascade said. “I do.” 

“What?” Marcus asked, not sure he’d heard right. 

“You’re coming with us?” Kyja asked, not bothering to try and hide her 
delight. 

“T believe you have set an impossible quest for yourselves. We elementals do 
not have the will or perhaps even the capacity to work together.” The Fontasian 
tossed a rock into the water and watched as the ripples circled outward. I can’t 
promise to stay for long. But I’ll join you for a time, if only to satisfy my 
curiosity.” 

“Does Tide know?” Marcus asked. It hadn’t been lost on him that Tide was 
the only one of the city’s leaders that hadn’t joined him and Kyja for dinner. 

“No,” the Fontasian said. “I thought it was better not to tell him. He seemed 
quite upset that we rescued you at all.” 

“Won’t he be even more upset when he finds out you’ve left?” 

“Furious,” Cascade agreed. “There’s even a chance he won’t let me back in 
when I return.” 

“Then you can’t go,” Kyja said. “This is your home.” 

Cascade looked back at Water Keep and then out at the endless expanse of 
lake. “I’ve been trapped inside these walls too long. It’s time I experienced what 
is outside for myself, instead of seeing it only through streams and brooks. 


Besides,” he said, turning to Kyja. “I want to learn more of what you humans 
mean by this caring.” 

“Look.” Kyja pointed to the horizon, where the first orange hue of the sun 
was painting the dawn sky purple. 

“We need to go,” Cascade said, beginning to climb into the boat. 

“No,” Marcus said. “Wait just a minute. I want to hear the dawn chimes. Do 
you have them here?” 

“Of course.” Cascade nodded. “Dew waters them every morning.” 

Side by side, Marcus, Kyja, Riph Raph, and Cascade watched the tiny purple 
flowers rise from their hiding places as dawn stole over the world on silent 
footsteps. 

As sunlight hit them, first one and then another of the flowers opened their 
petals and broke into song. Watching them bob and weave like fairy princesses 
performing an unscripted ballet, he remembered the words of Master Therapass. 
Perhaps if you focus hard enough you’ll be able to understand some of it as well. 
He wished the wizard could be with them now, listening to the song by his side. 

Furrowing his brow, Marcus concentrated on the voices and attempted to 
understand their message. It was kind of like trying to unravel a single thread in 
an elaborate weave. But if he listened closely enough, he thought he could just 
make out— 

All at once, he gasped and jerked forward as though pulled by a string. 

“What’s wrong?” Kyja asked. 

“Shh,” Marcus whispered. Turning back to the flowers, he tried to catch the 
thread again. But it was too late. The flowers were already beginning to bow 
their heads, their voices fading. The words—if they had been there at all—were 
impossible to make out. 

“Let’s go,” he said and turned from the flowers toward the broad expanse of 
clear, blue water which lapped against the rocky shore. Leaning more heavily on 
his staff than he had a few minutes earlier, he limped to the boat where Cascade 
helped him climb up a short ramp onto the bobbing deck. 

“What did you hear back there?” Kyja asked as she joined him on the boat. 

“Nothing. Really,” he said. “Just wishful thinking.” 

Cascade took hold of the tiller, and the boat sprang to life, pulling smoothly 
away from the shore, though there was barely enough wind to ruffle the tall, 
white sails. Purposefully ignoring Kyja’s inquisitive glances, Marcus focused his 
eyes over the bow of the boat to the great blue emptiness beyond. 

Whatever the future held for them was ahead, not behind. They couldn’t 
afford to look back. Besides, there was no point in getting their hopes up. For all 
he knew, what he’d heard had been no more than insects humming in the grass, 


or the echo of the dawn chimes’ voices bouncing off the water. It was only that 
for a moment—no more than a second or two at the most—he could have sworn 
he’d heard another voice calling out to him just below the flowers’ song. 

It was crazy. No doubt the result of what he’d been thinking before the 
singing began. But for that one brief instant, the voice he thought he’d heard 
belonged to Master Therapass. 


Discussion Questions 


1. Marcus feels different from the other boys in his school because of his 
disabilities and because of the way he can grow dim and sense things before they 
happen. Kyja feels different because she can’t do magic. Has there ever been a 
time when you felt different? Does being different have to be a bad thing? How 
can being different be good? 


2. In chapter 8, Master Therapass tells Kyja, “The real power of magic lies 
within you. Who you are, what you do, and most importantly of all, what you 
may become.” What do you think he means? Do you think Kyja found any of 
her magic by the end of the book? 


3. In chapter 10, Kyja can’t see anything in the aptura discerna until she sets 
aside feelings of hurt, disappointment, and jealousy from her past. How can 
holding onto angry feelings from the past keep us from seeing things clearly in 
the present? How can you get over bad feelings even when the memories still 
might hurt? 


4. When Marcus guards the camp his first night in Farworld, Kyja warns him 
to keep the fire burning at all times and to wake her if he sees anything. Because 
he doesn’t take her warning seriously, they are nearly killed. Why do you think 
Marcus ignored Kyja’s advice? What might he have been trying to prove? 


5. Marcus and Kyja assume that Olden, the leader of the Weather Guardians, 
is one of the three largest trees in the Westland Woods. They are shocked to see 
that Olden is actually a scraggly little tree, barely larger than a bush. Why is it 
wrong to judge someone by what they look like? Have you ever assumed 
someone would look or talk a certain way, only to be surprised by the truth? Has 
anyone ever misjudged you because of how you look? 


6. When Kyja and Marcus travel to each other’s worlds, they are filled with 
conflicting emotions—excitement, fear, confusion, wonder, nervousness. They 
each make mistakes because of things they are unfamiliar with, but ultimately, 
with help from each other, they come to love the new place. Have you ever been 
to a new place? Had did you feel? If you were scared, how did you get over it? 
How could you help someone new to your town or school get over their fear? 


7. In Water Keep, Cascade is confused about why humans would help each 
other without expecting something in return. Sometimes when we help others, 
we do get something in return; sometimes we don’t. How many times can you 
remember where Kyja helped others? Why do you think she helped out each of 
them? What did she get back in each case? 


8. Early in the book, Master Therapass tells Kyja and Marcus that their 
weaknesses may become their greatest strengths. Was he right? How did Marcus 
and Kyja benefit from their weaknesses? How can you turn one of your 
weaknesses into a strength? 
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Interlude 


Keepers of the Balance 


Aster ’s Bay 

They came in the impersonal darkness of early morning, before the sun 
painted the sky, before the street peddlers began setting up their stands—at least 
an hour before even the farmers outside the city walls would arise and start 
another day of toiling in the fields. They came at a time when those wakened by 
their coming could pull their heads back under the blankets and try to return to a 
troubled sleep. 

Jaklah had been waiting for their arrival—dreading the sound of hoofs on the 
cobblestones late at night. At the first high-pitched whistles of the snifflers, the 
skin on the backs of his arms prickled with fear. He lunged out of bed and 
pressed his face to the window, where the pale, orange moon illuminated the 
buildings below and a pink crescent gleamed just above the horizon. 

In the distance he could see the riders coming. The creatures at their sides 
were only shadows in the dark. But in his mind he could envision the six spiked 
legs, the clacking mandibles, and worst of all, the gray skin that turned into— 

“Don’t do it,” Kelthan whispered from his bed across the small room. “Don’t 
run. It’ll only make it worse.” 

“What do you know?” Jaklah snapped at his older brother, his voice sharp 
with terror. He turned back to the window and his stomach knotted. They were 
closer now—the snifflers just visible in the moonlight. “You didn’t even try.” 

In the darkness, Kelthan was silent, perhaps stung by his brother’s accusation, 
perhaps just in thought. At last he spoke. “What good would it have done? If 
they catch you, they just make it that much more painful. And if they don’t. . .” 

Jaklah knew all about what happened to the ones who ran. There was only 
one place the Keepers didn’t dare follow and that was for good reason. The 
thought of where he would have to go, what he would have to face, raised cold 
flesh all over his body. 

“Tt ain’t fair!” He slammed a fist on his hay-filled mattress. “I was just getting 
good.” 

“The Keepers of the Balance don’t care bout that. Least not for people like 
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us. 


Sweat burned Jaklah’s eyes, and he wiped it away with a shaking hand. He 
could hear the horses snorting and whinnying outside. And was that the sound of 
boots coming up the stairs? 

“Does it hurt? If you... let ’em take it?” 

“Yes.” Kelthan’s answer was instant. “But I’ve talked to folks who’ve run. 
They say fighting against it is like swallowing hot coals. The blood still burns 
inside you weeks later.” 

Jaklah tried to imagine the agony of fire under his skin. Before he could finish 
the thought, someone pounded at the front door. “They’re here!” he gasped. 

His pa’s heavy footsteps echoed across the kitchen floor. The front door 
swung open with a squeal of unoiled hinges. Beneath the sound of men’s voices, 
the cheeee-cheeee-cheeee whistling of a sniffler sounded like metal on a 
grindstone. 

“TIl fetch him,” his father said from the other room, and Jaklah’s self-control 
snapped. Shoving open the window, he crawled over the sill. His feet found the 
small ledge just below. 

The latch on the bedroom door jangled. “Jaklah, Kelthan. Open up!” his 
father shouted, the fear in his voice obvious. 

Jaklah looked back to see his brother pressing his shoulder against the door, 
and hesitated. If he ran, the Keepers could make it real bad for his family. 

Tears dripped down Kelthan’s cheeks, but his teeth were bared as he strained 
against the door—fighting his father’s greater strength. “Run,” he whispered, his 
eyes glistening. “Run!” 


Part I 
Lost and Found 





Chapter 1 


One Man’s Treasure 


Cascade?” Kyja leaned across the gunwale of the sailboat, searching the 


sluggish brown Noble River. The boat’s trim bow knifed silently through water 
that smelled of fish, mud, and slime, but there was no sign of the Fontasian. 

Sunlight peeked over the eastern horizon, and one by one, the dawn chimes 
raised their tiny purple heads, breaking into song. Still asleep in his net 
hammock, Marcus rocked fitfully and began moaning. He was having the 
nightmare again. But if she woke him, he’d only deny it and grump all morning 
about not getting enough sleep. She supposed he’d tell her when he was ready 
about whatever had been haunting his dreams for the last few weeks. 

Leaning further over the side of the boat, she tried again. “Cascade, where are 
you?” 

She’d told the water elemental to come back before Marcus woke up. They’d 
reach the end of the Noble River in only another day or two. And still there was 
no sign of Land Keep. They might have to bribe someone for information, and to 
do that, this plan needed to work. 

Several large air bubbles gurgled from the depths of the river, and a pair of 
dark eyes appeared beneath its murky surface. Kyja gave a tiny yelp and jerked 
back into the boat, thinking it was Cascade trying to scare her. 

But a moment later, the eyes rose out of the water—bulbous and gray on a 
pair of swaying green stalks. The stalks were attached to a round, fleshy face, 
nearly the same color as the river. The creature’s body looked as if someone had 
taken a bunch of leftover parts from other animals and slapped them together—a 
short, pudgy torso covered with blotchy green warts, webbed feet nearly as long 
as the body, and a neck that rose so far into the air that the creature’s head 
seemed constantly in danger of toppling over. 

“A throg,” Kyja sighed, smiling at her earlier fright. To think she had 
mistaken that for a water elemental. Cascade would be highly insulted if she told 
him. The idea made her smile even wider. 

As though reading her thoughts, the throg opened its broad mouth so its entire 
head seemed to split in half and croaked, “Cascade, where are you?” in a 
booming voice that echoed across the water’s surface. Marcus moaned and 
rolled over in his hammock. 

“Hush,” Kyja whispered to the throg, trying to shoo it away with one hand. 

But the creature paddled happily alongside the boat, croaking “Cascade, 
Cascade, Cascade. Where are you? Are you?” 


Kyja groaned. Now she’d done it. Throgs were copycats—imitating any 
sound they heard until something else drew their attention. If she didn’t chase it 
off, it would wake Marcus for sure. Stretching to her tiptoes, she managed to get 
her fingers into the water and splash at the Throg’s big, gray eyes. “Go away!” 

“Go away!” the throg repeated, raising its voice so it sounded almost exactly 
like Kyja. “Away. Away. Away.” 

“Ohhh!” Kyja grimaced. She looked around for Riph Raph, hoping he could 
blow a fireball in the throg’s direction to scare it, but the skyte was off 
somewhere—probably hunting fish and bugs for breakfast. 

Kyja leaned so far toward the river, her feet actually left the deck. She cupped 
a handful of water to throw at the creature that was still happily chanting, “Away, 
away, away, away.” At that moment, the boat bumped against a sandbar, 
bouncing sideways like a cork. Kyja’s arms pinwheeled, trying to catch the edge 
of the boat, but she was too far off balance. 

“Help!” she squeaked as she went over the side. She gulped a quick mouthful 
of air and closed her eyes, dreading the inevitable splash of lukewarm water that 
would leave her feeling bedraggled and soggy all day. Instead, a firm hand 
caught her shoulder. 

Opening her eyes, she saw a blue-tinged face that looked no older than 
sixteen or seventeen, topped by spiky, white hair. “Did you want to go 
swimming?” Cascade asked without a trace of humor in his voice. “It seems odd 
to bathe at this time of morning, but I’ Il let you drop if you like.” 

“Of course not,” Kyja said, trying not to look as embarrassed as she felt. “Put 
me back in the boat.” She hoped Marcus hadn’t seen the whole thing. He’d tease 
her about it all day if he had. 

“Very well.” The Fontasian blinked his curious, sea-green eyes and lifted her 
onto the boat with seemingly no effort. 

Once her feet touched the polished wood deck, Kyja glanced at Marcus. He 
was still asleep, thank goodness. “Where were you, anyway?” she asked as she 
yanked her robe back into place and straightened her long, dark hair. 

“You asked me to find what was at the bottom of the river,” Cascade 
answered, floating through the water at the exact same pace as the boat. 

Even though they’d been traveling together for over three months, it was still 
strange to watch the elemental rise out of the water. For one thing, he never got 
wet. His hair looked white and frothy like the foam of a fast-moving river. But 
there were no drops in his hair, and it never plastered against his head the way 
Kyja’s did when she went swimming. And for another thing, he didn’t emerge 
out of the river—he formed from it. 

Though his blue-robed torso, arms, and head appeared completely solid, Kyja 


could see that the rest of his body disappeared as soon as it hit the water, as if he 
didn’t exist from the chest down. He could appear whole when he wanted to, but 
he seemed to take great delight in rising without warning from the river or 
suddenly morphing into a puddle of water. 

Kyja took a deep breath to steady herself. “So what did you find?” 

The Fontasian reached into his robe and pulled out a handful of brown goop 
leaking slowly through his fingers. 

“Mud?” Kyja rolled her eyes. “You took all that time to bring back a handful 
of mud?” Cascade was every bit as difficult to understand as Zhethar, the frost 
pinnois, had predicted. She could never be sure if the water elemental was 
teasing her or just being his annoyingly logical self. 

“Not just mud,” Cascade wet his fingers in the river and waved his hand over 
the mud. Kyja’s view of the glop expanded until it was like she was peering into 
a miniature forest. A dotted yellowish blob oozed toward a tiny green, tree-like 
shape. A larger blue blob came into view and made straight for the smaller one. 
It opened what looked like a mouth. But as the blue blob was about to eat the 
yellow blob, a spark of light shot out from the tree. A second later, the tree 
sucked up both the blobs and swam away. 

“There is a wide variety of plant and animal life within,” the water elemental 
explained. 

“Tt is interesting. I was just hoping there might be something more unusual 
down there. Maybe something a little prettier?” 

“T see.” Cascade nodded. He returned the mud to his robe and pulled out an 
item that glittered in the morning sun. 

Kyja’s eyes widened at what she thought might be jewels until the terrible 
smell hit her. “Yuck,” she said, realizing the glittering came from light reflecting 
off the scales of a dead fish. “That’s disgusting. Throw it away.” 

Shrugging, the water elemental tossed the fish into the river. 

Kyja wrinkled her nose. When she asked Cascade to find what was under the 
water, she’d imagined sunken treasure—not mud and dead fish. But she knew 
from experience that the Fontasian would refuse to look for treasure if she asked 
outright for it. Water elementals didn’t understand the concept of doing things 
for others without getting something in return. Half the reason Cascade had 
agreed to join Marcus and Kyja was to learn more about what they called 
“caring.” 

“Did you find anything that doesn’t stink?” she suggested, wondering if water 
elementals even had a sense of smell. 

Cascade tilted his head. “It would be odd to find something on the bottom of 
a river that didn’t smell like the bottom of a river.” 


“T don’t mind if it smells like a river,” Kyja said. “Did you find anything 
that’s pretty and doesn’t smell like a... a dead fish?” 

The Fontasian reached into his robe again and pulled out a rock. “This doesn’t 
smell like a dead fish.” 

“Arghh,” Kyja growled, sure Cascade was teasing her. “You search the entire 
river and come back with mud, dead fish, and rocks!” But as Cascade began to 
drop the rock into the water, something glinted brightly. 

“Wait,” she called. “Let me see that.” 

Cascade handed her the rock, and she turned it slowly in her fingers. Flecks 
of metal shimmered on its surface. “This looks like gold,” she murmured. 

The water elemental nodded. “It does have a larger than normal amount of 
that mineral within it, giving it a shiny appearance. You may keep it if you like.” 

“Really?” Kyja’s eyes lit up, but then narrowed with suspicion. “Why would 
you give me something so valuable? What do you want in return?” 

Cascade frowned. “Humans have an odd idea of value. The mud contains a 
wealth of plants and animals. It is rich in nutrients. The fish is a source of 
energy. The rock simply is.” He shrugged. “It shines, but so do many things.” 

Understanding dawned on Kyja. She and Marcus had managed to sell several 
more of the trill stones on Ert—Earth, she corrected herself; she’d been working 
on pronouncing the name. But Earth money was no good on Farworld. They 
would need information soon, but had nothing to bargain with to get it. If the 
Fontasian didn’t value gold, having him bring it to them might be a way to fix 
that. 

“Do you have any more shiny metal?” she asked, thinking how surprised 
Marcus would be when he woke up to discover they were rich. 

“Of course.” The Fontasian reached into his robe and pulled out . . . an old 
boot. Its leather was mostly eaten away by fish and time, but a brass buckle 
gleamed dully through a mossy coating. 

Kyja pretended polite interest. “Anything else?” 

As Cascade reached into his robe again, Kyja wondered how he could store 
so many things in there. Was it some kind of water magic, or did he just have a 
lot of really big pockets? 

“Oh,” she gasped as the Fontasian held out something that glittered in the sun. 
This time it wasn’t a dead fish or even a rock with flecks of gold. It was a 
beautiful necklace covered with dozens of gems. 

“Can I hold it?” she asked. 

Cascade offered her the gorgeous piece of jewelry, and Kyja held it up to the 
light. The sun’s rays reflected off the gems in a rainbow of colors. It had to be 
worth... well, she didn’t know how much. But a lot. 


Looking quickly into Cascade’s unreadable eyes, she tried to assume the 
shrewd attitude that had helped her get the best deals in the marketplace back 
when she’d lived with the Goodnuffs. “I guess since this is made of more rocks, 
you wouldn’t mind if I kept it?” 

Cascade roared with laughter. “Splash and spray! What kind of a fool do I 
look like?” 

Kyja’s face went red. Cascade had been tricking her all along. Now that she 
thought about it, she remembered seeing the elemental wearing a gold medallion 
on occasion. “You said you didn’t care about gold,” she complained. 

“T do not,” the Fontasian agreed. 

Kyja shook her head, gripping the necklace tightly in her hand. “Then why 
would you care if I kept this?” 

The Fontasian looked confused. “Because of the workmanship that went into 
it, of course. The stones themselves are only rocks. But the time taken to create 
such a piece is of great value. I would no more give it to another than I would 
give the boot.” 

“The boot? You think that rotten old boot is worth as much as the necklace?” 
Kyja didn’t understand Fontasians at all. Were the other elementals this odd too? 
“What if I trade you my boots for the necklace?” she offered. “They’re in much 
better shape than that old one.” 

Cascade held out his hand for the necklace. “I have no need of boots.” 

“Fine, then,” Kyja huffed. She gave back the necklace. “What are you going 
to do with it?” 

“Nothing.” 

She watched in horror as Cascade tossed it over his shoulder, where it quickly 
disappeared into the slow-moving water. “I have no need for the necklace, 
either.” 

“Ohhh!” Kyja cried, clapping her hand to her mouth. “If you weren’t going to 
keep it, why not give it to me?” 

The water elemental tilted his head, an odd half-smile on his face. “You have 
nothing I want.” 

Kyja balled her fists, unable to believe how selfish he was. “You are sucha... 
. sucha...” She tried to think of a word bad enough to encompass so mean an 
act. Suddenly, she remembered a word Marcus had used on Earth when a man 
nearly hit them with his car. “You are sucha... jerk!” 

From behind her came the sound of loud laughing. She spun around, eyes 
blazing. 

Marcus was awake. 


Chapter 2 


Water Magic 


What are you laughing at?” Kyja growled. “You really think you can teach 


him to care?” Marcus grinned. “It’s not in his nature.” He swung his left leg out 
of the hammock and, gritting his teeth, lowered his right leg to the deck. But as 
soon as he put weight on it, his right leg buckled, and his laughter died at the 
sharp burst of pain spiking up his hip. He would have collapsed to the ground if 
he hadn’t grabbed a rope. 

“Let me help.” Kyja set the gold-flecked rock on the deck and started toward 
him. 

“T’m fine,” Marcus snapped, though it was clear to both of them he wasn’t. 

Kyja bit her lip. “Is it worse today?” 

Balancing on his left leg, Marcus leaned down and picked up the staff Kyja 
had found for him in the Westland Woods. When he’d first left Water Keep, he’d 
been able to walk without it. True, it was slowly and for only a minute or two at 
a time, but for those few minutes, he’d felt . . . whole. Over the last few months, 
though, his leg had grown worse, until now he could barely move it without 
feeling like shards of glass were rubbing together inside his muscles. 

“Tt’s this crazy hammock. It’s like spending the night in a fish net. And the 
way this boat rocks, it’s amazing anyone can walk at all.” 

“If those bags under your eyes get any bigger, you can curl up in them,” 
called a taunting voice from above. Riph Raph glided out of the sky and landed 
on the prow of the boat. Clutched in one of the skyte’s talons was a half-eaten 
fish, which he quickly popped into his beak and crunched with obvious delight. 

Marcus scowled. “Be quiet, bird brain.” 

Riph Raph cocked his head and picked a bit of meat from off his beak with 
the tip of his dark blue tongue. “I wasn’t the one squawking in my sleep.” 

Marcus stiffened. He’d been dreaming again. That explained the pain. It was 
growing worse every day but was especially bad after the recurring dream. 

“Leave him alone,” Kyja said, giving Riph Raph a dirty look. 

Marcus turned away and stared out at the river. 

What neither he nor Kyja had been willing to discuss—at least so far—was 
what his worsening condition might mean. When Master Therapass revealed to 


them who they really were and the role they were prophesied to play in saving 
each of their worlds, he had suggested that Marcus’s health might in some way 
be linked to the health of Farworld. After they defeated the Summoner and 
obtained the help of the water elementals, his leg and arm both felt stronger, as 
though Farworld was in less danger. If that was the case, his increasing weakness 
could only mean the Dark Circle was growing in power. Farworld was at greater 
risk than ever. 

At least Marcus still had his magic. Leaning against the gunwale, he focused 
on the muddy, slow-moving water. Little by little, the pain in his arm and leg 
eased away as the power of water magic flowed through his body. Beneath his 
gaze, the river seemed to clear several feet down, as though he were looking into 
an aquarium. Cascade had taught him that one of the greatest strengths of water 
magic was the ability to see more clearly—that a powerful wizard could use 
water magic to see great distances and even through obstacles. 

Marcus wasn’t that skilled yet, but in the water he could easily make out 
several fish large enough to provide breakfast for Kyja and himself. Seeing was 
only the first part, though. Next he had to convince the water to help him. This 
was the part of magic he struggled with the most. Growing up, he’d read lots of 
stories about magic. In them, all you had to do was wave a wand and say some 
special words. Once you mastered the trick, it was yours to use however you 
wanted. 

But here, he’d quickly learned, magic wasn’t like that at all. In order to 
perform even the most basic spells, you had to convince the elements your need 
was worthy. The elements could choose to help you or not. To force them to 
obey your will was to use black magic, which ultimately corrupted whoever 
touched it. 

Fortunately, he was only using water magic this time. When a spell involved 
more than one element, it was especially tricky, because the elements didn’t like 
working with each other. Focusing on the fish, he pictured himself eating 
breakfast. He imagined how the food would provide energy to his body. He 
knew words weren’t necessary to communicate with water, but he still found it 
easier to concentrate if he made up a little poem for his magic. 

“Fish for breakfast is my need,” he whispered under his breath. “Grant me 
this that I may feed.” As though pulled by an invisible line, the fish Marcus had 
been looking at turned and began to swim toward the surface. The closer it got, 
the faster it swam, until the river water lifted it up and tossed it, flipping, into 
Marcus’s hand. 

Holding tightly to his breakfast as Cascade guided the boat toward shore, 
Marcus beamed at his improving skill. 


But Riph Raph wrapped his tail around his legs and crowed, “That must have 
been a stupid one.” 


Chapter 3 


Secrets 


What are we supposed to do now?” Marcus asked as he and Kyja finished 


eating their fish. They sat in a small grassy meadow at the edge of a thick forest. 
“We’re nearly to the Sea of Eternal Sorrows, and I haven’t seen anything that 
looks like it could be a land elemental.” 

“I guess we keep sailing,” Kyja said. “Riph Raph says Aster’s Bay is only a 
few miles downriver. Maybe they know something about Land Keep.” She 
looked at Cascade to see if the water elemental had any suggestions, but he sat a 
few yards away, staring out toward the sailboat as it bobbed at the river’s edge. 

It was impossible to tell what the he thought of their conversation or if he was 
even listening to them. He could talk for hours, asking all sorts of random 
questions about humans and why they acted the way they did. Then he’d go 
silent—like he was now—for hours. 

“Hmmph,” Marcus snorted. He peeled a piece of meat from the fish and 
chewed it slowly, intentionally ignoring Riph Raph, who watched for bony 
scraps from a tree branch overhead. Apparently food hadn’t fixed whatever was 
bothering Marcus. “I don’t know why you even try asking Cascade. He hasn’t 
told us anything new for weeks. For all we know, he lied about the land 
elementals being near the end of the river. Land Keep could be hundreds of 
miles from here.” 

“Why would I lie to you?” Cascade asked without turning his head. 

“Who knows why you do anything?” Marcus rubbed his sore hip. “Maybe to 
laugh at us. You said you were going to help us find Land Keep, but you won’t 
even tell us if we’re close.” 

“T don’t blame him for laughing,” Riph Raph said to Marcus. “Your looks do 
that to everyone.” 

“Maybe he can‘ tell us,” Kyja said. 

“Of course he can. He just won’t,” Marcus said. 

Kyja shook her head. They’d had this same argument a hundred times as they 
sailed down the river. From what Kyja could see, Cascade was willing to answer 
any questions he could. But there were certain subjects that, for some reason, 
seemed to be off limits. It was frustrating, but she didn’t think he was being 


intentionally mean. 

“What if there’s some kind of water elemental rule we don’t know about?” 
she asked. 

“Great. Take his side.” Marcus pulled a fishbone from his mouth and threw it 
into the grass. 

Cascade turned his head to watch Marcus with the same slightly amused 
expression he’d worn while studying the creatures in the river mud. 

“Pm not taking anyone’s side,” Kyja said. But was she? All her life she’d 
tried to see the best in other people—even when they didn’t seem to deserve it. 
Maybe it was because she’d grown up without magic. If she got offended every 
time someone made a mean comment about her or looked at her strangely, she’d 
have been angry all the time. She thought Marcus had probably experienced the 
same things with his disabilities. But where her experiences made her more 
likely to believe people, his seemed to have made him even more suspicious of 
others’ motives. 

What if he was right though? Cascade had told them to look near the Sea of 
Eternal Sorrows. He’d provided them with a boat and helped Marcus improve 
his water magic. But his reasons for helping them were never clear. He’d told 
them before they even started their journey down the Noble River that he was 
coming along mostly to satisfy his curiosity. What if that curiosity included 
seeing how she and Marcus reacted to frustration? He seemed to take a special 
interest in their disagreements. 

Kyja took a deep breath and turned to Cascade. “You told us we’d find the 
land elementals where the Noble River meets the sea, and we’re nearly there.” 

“I suggested following the Noble River as one possible course of action,” 
Cascade said with a small shake of his head. 

Marcus waved a hand. “See, this is what I’m talking about. We’ve been 
following the same smelly river for nearly three months, and now he tells us it’s 
a possible course of action. What’s another possible course of action? Jumping 
off a cliff?” 

“Not a bad idea,” called down the skyte. 

“That would be a course of action,” Cascade said with annoying good humor. 
“Although not one I would recommend.” 

Kyja seized on his statement. “You did recommend we sail down the river. So 
it must mean we’re going in the right direction, even if you can’t tell us that.” 

Cascade said nothing, but he didn’t disagree, either. 

“All right, so you can’t tell us if we’re close,” Kyja said. “You would tell us if 
you could, wouldn’t you?” 

The water elemental’s look of amused interest was replaced by one of 


confusion. “You ask me to tell you something based on facts neither of us 
possesses. That makes no sense.” 

Marcus rolled his eyes, but Kyja worked on controlling her temper. Cascade 
wasn’t trying to make them angry—at least, she didn’t think he was. Water 
elementals were incredible at analyzing information and forming conclusions, 
but concepts like caring, imagination, and guessing seemed impossible for them 
to understand. 

If she couldn’t get Cascade to answer her questions directly, maybe she could 
approach the problem as a puzzle for the Fontasian to solve. “If Marcus and I 
discover the location of Land Keep on our own, you won’t interfere, will you?” 

“No,” Cascade answered at once. 

“And it is possible for us to find it?” 

“Yes.” 

This was working. “Do you think Marcus and I will discover the location by 
ourselves?” 

“T believe the likelihood is small.” 

Kyja’s shoulders slumped, but Marcus seemed to hear exactly what he’d been 
expecting. Kyja bristled at his know-it-all expression. He’d been getting 
grumpier and grumpier this entire trip, as if all of their problems were somehow 
her fault. “Do you have a better idea?” 

“This whole thing is a complete waste,” he muttered. 

“Speaking of waste,” Riph Raph said, “how about you stop letting the rest of 
that fish go to waste and give it to me? Or are you going to hog it all yourself?” 

“You already finished your share.” Kyja frowned at Riph Raph. Then, turning 
to Marcus, asked, “Do you think your dreams could have something to do with 
us finding the land elementals?” 

Marcus’s face went red. “What dreams?” 

Kyja swallowed. “I know you’ve been having bad dreams. I’ve heard you 
moaning at night. Don’t you think it might be more than a coincidence that as we 
get closer to Land Keep, you’ve started having nightmares?” 

“T don’t know what you’re talking about,” Marcus said, his jaw tightening. “I 
told you, it’s just the hammock. It’s uncomfortable.” 

Kyja got up and gathered the remains of the fish—almost half of it was left— 
onto a large green leaf without looking at Marcus. “I won’t ask you to tell me 
about it until you’re ready. But it’s not a good idea for us to keep secrets from 
each other.” 

“Really?” Marcus glared at her. “Then when are you going to tell me where 
you keep taking the food?” 

“What?” Now it was Kyja’s turn to feel her cheeks grow hot. 


Marcus pushed himself to his feet, leaning heavily on his staff. “Don’t you 
think I’ve noticed how you’ve been sneaking into the woods with the leftovers 
after all our meals? You talk about secrets like you don’t have any of your own. 
But you’re worse than Cascade.” 

The water elemental was watching the two of them argue as if observing an 
especially good match of Trill Stones. Her stomach knotted, the food she’d just 
eaten burning. She hadn’t meant to keep a secret from Marcus, exactly. She just 
wasn’t sure how he’d react if he knew what she’d been doing. 

“That’s what I thought,’ Marcus said. Leaning on his staff, he turned and 
stomped off into the trees. 

“Wait,” Kyja called. “I’m sorry. I should have told you. Come back. You 
don’t know what’s in those woods.” 

But Marcus was gone. When Kyja turned to look for Cascade, he had 
disappeared as well. 


Chapter 4 


The Visitor 


Kyja watched Marcus stomp into the woods, torn between the desire to 


bring him back and the realization that it was probably better if she let him go. 
Obviously he didn’t want to talk to her right now. He’d been struggling with 
something for weeks, and she didn’t think it was just the dream, or even Land 
Keep. Something else was bothering him. 

Something bigger. 

“Let him go cry in the woods,” Riph Raph said, looking in the direction 
Marcus had disappeared. “He’s the biggest baby I’ve ever seen.” 

“He is not. He’s in a lot of pain. And you’re not making things any easier 
with all your insults.” 

“He doesn’t want anyone to make it easier. He wants people to listen to him 
whine, and you’re doing a great job of that.” Riph Raph flapped his pointed blue 
ears. “You didn’t used to let him push you around all the time. I think you’re 
getting soft.” 

“Hush,” Kyja said. She wasn’t thinking just about Marcus. She was thinking 
of herself, too. 

She’d never had a lot of friends. If she was being honest with herself, she’d 
never had any friends except Riph Raph before meeting Marcus. When she’d 
needed someone to turn to, the Goodnuffs had always been there for her, but 
now the Goodnuffs were gone—killed by the Dark Circle. And while Riph Raph 
was willing to hear her out, talking to a Skyte wasn’t the same as having a 
conversation with a person. 

When Cascade had agreed to join Marcus and her, she’d thought there would 
be three of them to help make decisions. But trying to have a discussion with a 
water elemental was like talking to your own reflection in a stream. Half the 
time she wasn’t sure if he was even listening. 

Which left Marcus. He was the only person she could confide in, the only 
person she could share worries and compare ideas with. Lately, though, talking 
with him was like gathering spear fruit. No matter how careful you were, 
eventually you made a mistake and got jabbed by a long, painful thorn. 

“Are you going to eat that fish or let it rot?” Riph Raph asked, licking his 


beak. “I’d be happy to finish it for you.” 

Kyja realized she was still holding the leaf with the remains of breakfast. 
“No. I’m going to .. . do something else with it.” 

“Fine!” Riph Raph flew off in a huff. 

Balancing the fish-filled leaf in one hand, Kyja walked into the trees, headed 
in the opposite direction Marcus had gone. Shiny little blow flies circled the 
food, moving about on jets of warm air that left faint rainbow trails in their 
wake. Kyja shooed them away. 

Was it because of the way Marcus was acting that she’d begun sneaking 
food? Could this be her way of looking for another friend? She didn’t think so. It 
certainly hadn’t given her anyone to talk to. She didn’t even know for sure if she 
was feeding an enemy or a friend. 

Somewhere deeper in the woods, leaves crackled. Kyja stopped and stared. 
He was out there somewhere, but she’d managed to spot him just twice. 

The first time was almost a month ago, late in the evening. Marcus was 
already in his hammock, and Kyja was getting ready for bed when something 
caught her eye near the edge of the river. For a moment she thought she’d seen a 
bird or one of the many throgs that left the water at night. The only thing on the 
bank was a spindly-branched tree. Then the tree had moved, and Kyja sucked in 
her breath as something tall turned and disappeared into the woods. 

The next time had been early in the morning. Kyja now suspected that he’d 
let her see him on purpose, specifically showing up shortly before dawn and 
after sunset, when Marcus was asleep. After the first sighting, she’d had a hunch 
about who it might have been—although she’d had no idea how he could 
possibly be there. The second time, she recognized him for sure and realized he 
had to be following them. 

Her first reaction had been fear. What if he was trying to catch them? But if 
he’d wanted to hurt Marcus and her, he’d already had plenty of chances to 
attack. 

Her second reaction had been to wake Marcus. But she knew how he’d 
respond if he learned who was out there, and something about the creature made 
her feel sorry for him. He looked even more bedraggled than the last time she’d 
seen him—and hungry. 

Instead of telling anyone, she’d begun leaving him scraps of food. She was 
sure Cascade knew about what was going on—the water elemental didn’t miss 
much. She’d made sure to keep Riph Raph away; he wouldn’t approve. But until 
today, she’d had no idea Marcus was aware she was up to something. 

At the base of a knobby-looking tree, Kyja stopped and set the leaf on a flat 
rock. She knew from experience the creature wouldn’t come as long as she 


remained. Calling out to him didn’t help. Still, she crouched by the tree, 
searching the woods and wondering where he was hiding. 

Cupping a hand above her eyes, she slowly scanned the trees and bushes. She 
was about to give up when a soft breeze carried a scent she was very familiar 
with—horses. At the same moment, something moved off to her right. Kyja spun 
and saw a man in a long red robe. He sat astride a powerful-looking, white horse. 
He too, was cupping a hand over his eyes, searching the woods. 

At the same time Kyja saw the man, he saw her. Both of their eyes widened in 
surprise. Then the man jerked his horse’s reins and shouted, “Over here!” 


Chapter 5 


Melankollia 


Marcus continued his firm pace—clasping the staff with his good right 


hand and what little strength remained in his left—until he was sure he was out 
of sight. Then he stopped and nearly collapsed. His right leg trembled so badly 
he felt like a tightrope walker balancing on a high wire in a heavy wind. Pain 
raged from his ankle to his hip, and he ground his teeth together to keep back 
tears. 

Around him, insects buzzed and birds he’d never seen on Earth cheeped and 
sang. The river might not have smelled the best as it slowed and widened, 
nearing the end of its journey to the sea, but the soil it carried created a lush 
landscape of trees and flowers that filled the air with a hundred different 
perfumes. 

Gasping for breath, Marcus paid attention to none of it. What was he doing 
here? Life had never been easy on Earth. He’d spent most of his time dreaming 
of what he would do once he finally got away from foster families and the boys’ 
schools. But back then, no one had expected anything of him. Depending on who 
you talked to, he was either disabled or a freak. Most of the families he’d lived 
with were happy if he just stayed out the way. 

But in Farworld—if Master Therapass was to be believed—Marcus was 
supposed to be a hero—like Arthur drawing the sword from the stone. What a 
twisted joke that was! 

“I’m happy to pull out your sword, but if I let go of my staff, Pll fall down. 
And even if I do get the sword out, I’1l never be able to use it.” 

Kyja was naeve to believe Cascade would lead them to Land Keep. But she 
was even more foolish to believe Marcus was the great hope of her world. What 
if, by some miracle, they did manage to gather all four elementals? What then? 

Say they did open a drift so he could come completely into Farworld instead 
of this halfway jumping that made him sick if he left Earth for more than three or 
four days at a time. He’d still be a cripple. As soon as he came through the 
doorway, the Dark Circle would attack him and finish the job they’d started 
when he was a baby. 

Sighing, he looked around to make sure Kyja hadn’t followed. He knew part 


of the hopelessness he felt came from the almost constant pain he was in. It was 
hard to stay positive when every morning he awoke wondering if this would be 
the day he tried to get up and found that, even with the staff, he could no longer 
stand. If the Dark Circle was trying to wear him down, they were doing a good 
job of it. 

But the real source of his frustration and anger was the black kernel of doubt 
growing inside him. He couldn’t—or wouldn’t—allow himself to remember all 
of the dream he’d been having for the last few weeks—small fragments were all 
he could recall. But he awoke nearly every morning with a growing feeling that 
failure might not be the worst he could do. 

He still remembered what Master Therapass had told him about his fate being 
tied to that of Farworld. The words of the legend were burned into his memory. 
In the first version, Marcus saved Farworld—He shall make whole that which 
was torn asunder. Restore that which was lost. And all shall be as one. 

But there was another ending, one the wizard had seemed reluctant to share. 
Marcus remembered the sadness in the old man’s eyes as he’d said, “In the other 
ending—the ending spoken of only in the quietest of whispers around fires late 
at night—the child joins the forces of darkness, and Farworld is destroyed.” 

That was the fear Marcus couldn’t admit to anyone—not even to Kyja. His 
magic was growing even as his body was failing. But what if the weakness in his 
body wasn’t a result of what was going on in Farworld at all? What if, instead, it 
was just an outward sign of what was happening inside him? The one thing he 
was sure about the dream was that in it, instead of becoming Farworld’s savior, 
he turned into its ultimate destroyer. 

That would explain why he and Kyja hadn’t seen a hint of the Dark Circle 
since they left Water Keep. They weren’t attacking him because they knew that 
he was going to do their work for them. 

Somewhere off to his left, Marcus heard the sound of branches snapping. 
Kyja had come looking for him after all. He’d go back, but not yet. Not until he 
could pull himself together. Nearby, he saw a tree with a gnarled trunk and 
branches that grew straight out like spokes on a wheel. Vines covered with fuzzy, 
light purple leaves hung down from the branches. It looked like a mix between 
an umbrella and a weeping willow, the perfect place for him to gather his 
thoughts. 

Hobbling through the thick grass, he pushed his way through the vines and 
lowered himself gingerly to the ground. As he leaned his head against the trunk, 
he saw the leaves had left a powdery residue on his fingers and cloak where he’d 
brushed against them. He sniffed the back of his hand. The light purple dust had 
a soothing smell to it—like vanilla and the pages of old books. He stretched out 


and closed his eyes. 

He’d been rude to Kyja, and maybe even to Cascade as well, although he 
doubted the Fontasian was even capable of being offended. Marcus knew he 
should probably apologize. 

On the other hand, he thought, breathing in the relaxing aroma the tree gave 
off, shouldnt they have been a little kinder to me as well? It wasn’t like he didn’t 
have his own problems. Neither of them understood how it felt to have 
something as simple as walking across the deck of the boat or leaning over to put 
on your boots become a major endeavor. 

A gentle wind blew the purple leaves against his face like a caressing hand, 
and he suddenly realized how much he’d been eating fish lately. How many 
times did you have to eat fish for breakfast, lunch, and dinner before you got 
completely sick of it? Until this very minute, he’d never realized just how much 
he hated fish. 

With his eyes still closed, he reached up and ran his hand along one of the 
tree’s long vines, remembering a blister that had sprung up on his right palm a 
few weeks earlier from the constant friction of the staff rubbing against it. It was 
an especially painful blister, and it had burned like fire when it finally burst. Did 
Kyja have blisters on her hands? Cascade certainly didn’t. But did anyone ask 
how he was feeling or offer to put a cool cloth on his palm? 

An incredible feeling of sadness washed over him. The soft leaves felt good 
against his fingertips, and the touch actually seemed to cool the spot where his 
blister had been. It was as if the only one who even understood him was . . . this 
tree? 

The thought seemed crazy, and yet the more he touched the vines, the more 
he realized it was exactly right. The tree was kinder than any person he knew. It 
really understood him—actually encouraging him to release his sorrows. It was a 
good tree, an understanding tree, a kind tree. 

Riph Raph certainly wasn’t kind. He’d been a major pain since the first time 
Marcus laid eyes on him. In the past, it had seemed like the two of them gave 
each other as good as they got. Teasing was kind of like a game. But as Marcus 
lay in the shade of the tree, feeling the cool leaves wash back and forth across 
his body, he realized the skyte’s taunts were terribly mean. Almost unendurable. 
How could he have put up with them for so long? 

A tear rolled down his cheek, and another, as it occurred to him his trials were 
worse than anyone else’s. Hugging the vines to his chest he rehearsed all the 
terrible things in his life—bad colds, hang-nails, even occasional b-bad b-breath. 

Pressing his face against the tree’s rough bark, he began to sob—hot tears 
dripping down the trunk. Now the vines were doing more than brushing against 


him. They wrapped themselves around his arms, legs, and body, enfolding him 
in a cocoon of warm comfort. A single leafy creeper entwined itself lightly 
around his throat. 

In the distance, Marcus heard more branches cracking, and something that 
sounded like the whinny of a horse. But what did that matter compared to the 
time he’d had to go to bed with no dinner for fighting with his foster brother? 

Closer by, the stomping hooves of several horses sounded, and men called out 
to each other. A voice inside Marcus’s head warned him that something was 
wrong. But another voice whispered, “It’s not your problem. Don’t worry about 
what happens to anyone else. Your feelings are the only ones that matter.” 

“That’s right,” Marcus sighed. “Only my feelings matter.” He didn’t need to 
worry about anyone else. Except that . . . not worrying about anyone else meant 

A scream jerked Marcus alert. 

“Kyja!” His eyes flew open. What was he doing? It felt like he’d been pulled 
from a deep dream. He found himself lying flat on the ground, leaves binding his 
arms and legs together. He tried to jerk his right arm free, but the vine around his 
throat tightened like a cord. The tree had been playing with his emotions while it 
carefully wrapped its branches around him. 

He was trapped. 


Chapter 6 


Captured 


For a moment Kyja could only stand, mouth hanging open, as the man on 


the white steed charged toward her. She had no idea who he was, and her first 
thought was that the stranger must have her confused with someone else. Even 
as he took a coil of what looked like silvery rope from his mount’s saddle, she 
was sure he’d pull up and stop once he realized his mistake. 

It wasn’t until a familiar blur of blue wings plummeted from the sky, forcing 
the horseman aside, that she realized she might be in actual danger. 

“Run!” Riph Raph shouted. He banked, shooting a quick succession of small, 
blue fireballs at the horse. The flames deflected harmlessly before getting 
anywhere near the rider, but the distraction gave Kyja a chance to turn and race 
into the trees. 

Something snapped behind her, and Kyja turned her head to see the entire 
silver rope flying high into the sky, as if it had a mind of its own. Blazing points 
of light crackled from both ends as it twisted and looped, narrowly missing Riph 
Raph, who dodged and rolled in the air. A second later, it coiled into a loop and 
dropped into the horseman’s hand. 

A branch slapped against her face, and Kyja barely avoided running headlong 
into a tree. The silver cord cracked again, slicing through the branch as cleanly 
as a knife blade. Why was the man chasing her? Was he part of the Dark Circle? 

Kyja ducked under some low-growing bushes and pushed though a bank of 
reeds. Muddy water splashed beneath her feet, and she thought maybe she had 
lost the horseman. Her hope quickly vanished when another rider appeared out 
of the reeds in front of her. She skidded to the right, returning to the woods. 

“Call the snifflers!” the horseman shouted. 

Riding parallel to Kyja, the second man put a black, crescent-shaped 
instrument to his lips, and a series of high-pitched whistles cut through the air. 
Some distance away, another set of whistles answered. 

“Halt in the name of the Keepers!” the first man called. 

“Leave me alone!” Kyja screamed, panting for breath. As she leaped over a 
log, the rope cracked again, and something bit at her ankle. She stumbled as 
white-hot sparks shot from the rope, but the light bounced harmlessly off her leg, 


and the whip returned to its owner. Behind her, the man gaped in surprise. 

The rider to her left cut across Kyja’s path. Grabbing a small sapling, she 
used its trunk to spin to the right as her feet slipped in the dead leaves. She didn’t 
see the third man—crouched and hiding in the bushes—until he lunged forward 
and swung a thick branch at her. 

A burst of pain filled Kyja’s chest as she fell to the ground. 

“T’ve got her!” the man shouted, dropping his branch. He wrapped an arm 
around Kyja’s neck, and she instantly sank her teeth through his thin robe and 
into his flesh. 

“Ahh!” the man screamed. “She bit me.” 

The whistling sounds were growing closer, drilling into Kyja’s brain and 
increasing her panic. She struggled, stomping on the man’s foot and almost 
breaking free before she was yanked nearly off her feet by a hand that twined 
itself in her long hair. 

Gasping with pain, she turned to see a mounted figure with shoulder-length, 
white hair. Unlike the other riders, he wore a silver robe with a pair of golden 
scales sewn over the left breast. His dark eyes looked dead to Kyja as they bored 
into hers. “Bring the snifflers. This child is in need of balancing.” 


Marcus tried to kick his legs, but the tree’s hold on him was too tight. The 
purple powder felt sticky now, like glue, bonding the leaves to his skin. He tried 
to gasp, but he couldn’t draw any air. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t call out. 

“Over here,” a man shouted from somewhere nearby. Marcus heard Riph 
Raph snarl, and Kyja screamed again—this time clearly in pain. 

“No!” Marcus roared soundlessly. He looked up at the tree, remembering 
something Cascade told him when they first started their trip. “Water is one of 
the most powerful forms of magic because there is water in nearly everything.” 
What was the tree but fiber and water? 

Drawing on all his anger, he called upon the water to run out of the branches 
and leaves of the tree. He couldn’t speak, but this time he didn’t need to; he had 
no problem communicating the seriousness of his situation. Like a storm cloud 
breaking above his head, a downpour of water crashed over Marcus. The 
branches which held him tight as ropes a moment earlier withered to dry twigs 
before his eyes as the moisture was sucked out of them. Leaves crackled like 
tiny bits of paper and washed away beneath the torrent. 

Behind him, Marcus heard a long, low groan like a spike being pulled from a 
block of wood. He turned to see the tree lean precariously to one side. Shriveled 
roots as thick as his arm wrenched from the ground, ripping up huge clods of 


water-soaked dirt. It was coming down. 

Grabbing his staff, Marcus rolled across the swampy ground. Bone-dry twigs 
stabbed at his arms and face. Another groan, and the tree began to fall. It crashed 
straight toward him, as though still trying to get at its lost prey. Rolling to the 
side, Marcus watched as the dead tree thudded into the muddy grass, bounced 
once, then sank into the very water that had been sucked out of it. 

“Let me go!” Kyja cried in the distance. 

Marcus jabbed his staff into the ground and yanked himself to his feet. He 
could hear more voices now, not far away. 

“Hold the girl!” 

“Grab her hair. She bit me.” 

Unmindful of the trees and bushes slapping his face and tearing at his cloak, 
Marcus limped toward the sound of the voices as fast as he could. At last, he 
rounded a deadfall of old trees and branches and saw a group of five men. Two 
were on the ground, trying to keep a grip on a struggling Kyja. The other three 
were still on their horses. Four wore dark red cloaks with some kind of symbol 
embroidered on the front. The fifth man’s also had the symbol, but his cloak was 
silver. 

“Bring the snifflers,” he shouted. The two on horseback turned and rode into 
the woods. 

Marcus started toward the men, but a cold, blue hand closed around his arm. 
“Stay back,” Cascade whispered. “There’s nothing you can do for her.” 


Chapter 7 


Rescue 


Who are you, child?” The man with the black eyes stared at Kyja. His jaw 
muscles twitched and bunched beneath the skin of his pale face, as though he 
had a mouthful of serpents. 

Kyja tried to turn away from his demanding gaze, but the man twisted his 
fingers in her hair, forcing her to look at him. A gasp of pain escaped her lips. 
“Hannah Montana,” she said, remembering a name she’d seen on Earth. 

The slap came so quickly she didn’t realize what had happened until the side 
of her face exploded with pain. Tears gushed from her right eye. 

“There is something very strange about you,” the man whispered, running the 
tip of his tongue over lips the color of uncooked liver. His eyes darted back and 
forth across Kyja’s face, as though looking for a clue hidden in her features. 
“You speak strangely. Where are you from?” 

Kyja touched a hand to her throbbing cheek. Who were these people? What 
did they want with her? If they were part of the Dark Circle, would they be 
asking these questions? Wouldn’t they already know who she was? 

“T’m from that way,” she said, pointing upriver. 

The man raised his hand, and Kyja pulled back, expecting another blow. 
Instead, he lifted a gold chain that hung from his neck. At the end of the chain 
was the same symbol sewn onto the front of his robe—a pair of balanced scales. 
“Do you know what this is?” 

For a moment Kyja considered lying, not wanting to give the man any more 
information than she had to. But she knew he would only hit her again, and her 
eye was already beginning to swell closed. She shook her head silently. 

“No?” The man’s eyes narrowed as he dropped the necklace into his robe. 
“You’ve never heard of the Keepers of the Balance?” 

Again, Kyja considered pretending that she had. But what if this was some 
kind of trap? What if she said yes and he asked questions she couldn’t answer? 
Better to say nothing at all until she understood what was happening. She could 
see movement out of the corners of her eyes. Several men gathered around her— 
their horses stomping and snorting—and the whistling sound was closer. But she 
couldn’t turn her head to make out what was happening. Although Riph Raph 


hadn’t shown himself since his useless fireball attack, she knew he was 
somewhere near. 

She swallowed. “I think you’ve made a mistake. I’m not from here. There 
was a fire in my village, and my family was killed. I’m trying to find my . . . my 
grandmother.” 

“Really?” the man said, his voice softening a little. “How unfortunate. Of 
course, if we’ve made a mistake, we will let you go at once.” For a moment, 
Kyja let herself hope that she might get away before they discovered Marcus. 
“What village would that be?” 

“N-Northwoods,” Kyja stammered, trying to come up with a name that 
sounded feasible. 

“N-northwoods,” the man repeated. The corner of his mouth rose into a 
mirthless grin, and she knew he was toying with her. “Do all the little girls in N- 
northwoods lie as much as you?” 

Kyja dropped her eyes. 

“She is immune to the lash,” said a voice to her left. 

“Ts she?” The man holding Kyja pulled her head back until she was looking 
almost straight up. “Well, let’s see what the snifflers think. Perhaps after they 
finish with her, she’ll be more disposed to tell us the truth.” With that, he 
released her, shoving her backward onto the ground. 


“Let go of me.” Marcus tried to pull himself from Cascade’s grasp. His body 
still buzzed with the powerful water magic that had raged through him when he 
attacked the tree. 

The water elemental shook his head. “It would be a mistake to let them 
discover you. You would only end up captured along with Kyja.” 

The man in the silver robe yanked Kyja by the hair. Marcus’s right hand 
squeezed the head of his staff until his knuckles went white. “So you just want to 
stand here and watch?” 

Cascade’s expressionless eyes studied the men surrounding Kyja. “For the 
moment.” 

“Who are they?” 

Gradually, Cascade released Marcus’s arm. “They call themselves ‘Keepers 
of the Balance.’ They are even more powerful than they appear.” 

The man hit Kyja—the sound of his slap echoing sharply across the woods— 
and Marcus lurched forward, his teeth clenched. “If you won’t do anything, I 
will.” 

Again, Cascade stopped him. “I do not believe she is in serious danger at the 


moment, but she could become so if you persist in interfering.” 

“What do they want with her?” Marcus growled. His own pains had 
disappeared. His hand itched to hit the man in the silver robe the same way he’d 
hit Kyja. 

“They are seeking someone else. Once they discover that she is not—” 
Cascade stopped and looked into the trees. “We must retreat at once. They are 
coming.” 

“Who?” Marcus followed the elemental’s gaze. He couldn’t see anything, but 
the whistling he’d been hearing for the last few minutes was growing louder. The 
sound echoed strangely in his head, making his stomach churn in a way that 
reminded him of being back in the unmakers’ cavern. 

“They will smell us,” Cascade said. He faded from sight, and a dark puddle of 
water appeared where he’d been standing. That would have been a great trick to 
learn for Marcus, but according to the Fontasian, only water elementals could 
morph into water. Careful to make as little noise as possible, Marcus followed 
the small trail of water as it flowed deeper into the woods. 

Near the side of a large bolder, Cascade reappeared. “Snifflers sense magic,” 
he whispered, when Marcus reached him. “They are creatures of . . . Shadow.” 

“Shadow?” Marcus asked. How could a creature be made of shadow? Or was 
shadow a place? Before he could get an answer, the whistling grew to a shrill 
crescendo, and three creatures appeared out of the woods. Marcus stepped 
involuntarily backwards. 

The creatures looked like crickets as big as German shepherds. Each had 
long, insect-like heads with glittering, bulbous eyes and claw-like mandibles that 
snapped open and closed near the fronts of their mouths. They had bent legs with 
spikes all along the lower half. But instead of two large back legs like a cricket 
or grasshopper, they had six—two on the front, two on the back, and two that 
stuck straight out from the sides. Instead of jumping, they moved with an odd 
shuffling hop—like spiders. 

Something about their bodies made Marcus think of the unmakers again. It 
was hard to focus on the insects for long. Their shiny, grey shells seemed almost 
to be in motion—as if they weren’t shells at all, but some kind of liquid. 

“What are they?” Marcus asked, his lips pulling down in disgust. 

“The Keepers call them snifflers.” His face tightened as though the very sight 
of the creatures offended him. “The Keepers use them as servants, but they are 
not of this world.” 

“Not of this world?” If they weren’t from this world, then where. . . ? But the 
creatures were moving now. One of them hopped toward the edge of the 
clearing, spooking the horses so their riders could barely keep them from 


bolting. Another landed beside the silver-robed Keeper, who ran his hand across 
its back as though petting a dog. 

The third jumped straight toward Kyja. 

Marcus leaned forward, ignoring Cascade’s whispered warning to hold back. 
What was it doing? How could Cascade say she wasn’t in danger? Releasing 
Kyja’s hair, the man in the silver robe pushed her backward. She stumbled, 
falling at the feet of the creature. 

“Look out,” Marcus gasped under his breath. 

Seeing the sniffler, Kyja scrambled to her feet and tried to run. Something 
rose from the sniffler’s back. At first, Marcus thought they were wings. But as 
they separated and flicked through the air, he realized they were feelers or 
tentacles. And they weren’t just coming from the creature’s back, they were 
coming from underneath it as well, and the sides. Several even emerged from its 
mouth, like strands of greasy, gray spaghetti. The whistling that had stopped 
briefly now rose to a frantic pitch. 

One of the feelers darted forward and attached itself to Kyja’s arm with a wet 
smack. Another wrapped itself around her leg. Kyja screamed and tried to pull 
free of the quivering strand, but three more twisted around her wrist, pinning her 
arm. With a high-pitched squeal, the sniffler opened its mouth impossibly wide 
and dragged Kyja toward it. 

“No!” Marcus screamed. Cascade grabbed his wrist to hold him back, but 
Marcus instinctively used air magic, buffeting the water elemental the same way 
he’d knocked aside the stick in Master Therapass’s magic lessons. 

At his scream, the men on the horses turned. “Over there!” one shouted, 
pointing in Marcus’s direction. 

With a shout of fury, Marcus gripped his staff and flung a blast of air magic at 
the man in the silver robe. He’d done it before, using air to knock away the 
Thrathkin S’Bae, Bonesplinter. But this time, something went wrong. Trying to 
attack the man on the horse was like slamming his head into a brick wall. The 
Keeper didn’t move, but Marcus was thrown to the ground with dizzying force. 
High-pitched whistles filled the air. 

“Look out!” Cascade called, and Marcus turned to see a sniffler leap toward 
him. He held out his staff, and dozens of wavering feelers attached themselves to 
it. Even more wrapped themselves around his arms and legs, dragging him 
across the ground toward the creature’s gaping mouth. With horror, Marcus saw 
that each of the feelers ended in a mouth of its own—complete with lips, teeth, 
and even a glistening, gray tongue. 

Fire burned across his arms and legs where the tiny suckers attached 
themselves to his skin. It felt as if they were worming their way right into his 


body. He tried using magic to knock the creature off, but that seemed to excite it 
even more. Suckers attached to his neck, his head, and one even tried to squirm 
inside his mouth. 

Slowly being dragged toward another sniffler, Kyja saw Marcus. Her eyes 
widened with fear. She tried to shout, but her words were drowned out by the 
sniffler’s whistles. 

Struggling with the sniffler, Marcus saw something race through the trees. 
Too tall to be Cascade, it loped through the woods in long, ground-eating strides. 
It looked almost familiar. Distracted by Marcus and Kyja, the man in the silver 
robe didn’t see the figure until it emerged from the trees and launched itself at 
him. 

With a cry of surprise, the Keeper fell from his horse. The long-limbed figure 
leaped across the clearing. Dropping his shoulder, he rammed into the side of the 
sniffler, and the creature’s whistles turned into a scream of pain. The sniffler’s 
feelers released Kyja, raising up to protect itself. 

Agony burned every inch of Marcus’s body. “Jump!” he yelled to Kyja. 
“Jump!” 

Kyja turned, and Marcus felt the inside-out twist of being pushed from 
Farworld back to Earth. The figure heard him as well. It turned to look at him, 
and just before Marcus was pulled out of Farworld, he recognized the face. 

It was Screech. 


Chapter 8 


Answers 


Marcus wasn’t sure the jump was going to work. He felt Kyja pushing him 


toward Earth, felt the familiar tugging in his stomach. The sniffler tugged back 
as though it wanted to go with him, not releasing his body. But it wasn’t just a 
physical hold. The creature had formed a deeper connection with Marcus—one 
that tore at his insides the way the unmakers had torn as they tried to suck away 
his magic. 

Kyja was part of the connection too. For a moment he could see through her 
eyes, feel her panic, as she struggled to break free. She was still on Farworld 
wrestling with the sniffler. She was trying to send him to Earth, but it was much 
more difficult this time—tlike lifting a boulder. And she was afraid—afraid that if 
she pushed any harder . . . 

Like a bad radio signal, her thoughts faded from his mind. Unable to resist the 
sniffler’s pull, he felt himself being dragged back to Farworld. Kyja pushed 
again. Being caught between their two forces was like being trapped in the gears 
of a powerful machine. He tried to cry out but couldn’t. Kyja pushed harder, and 
something ripped inside him. Pain flared through his body. 

For a moment he seemed to be made of glass, his skin shattering into a 
million pieces, his insides flowing out. He wasn’t on Earth. But he wasn’t on 
Farworld, either. He was caught between the two in a strange, gray world of 
shadows and mist. 

“Marcus?” Kyja’s voice floated to him out of the darkness. 

He tried to answer but his voice barely carried past his lips. He squinted his 
eyes, trying to make out anything through the billowing fog. Did he even have a 
body here? He felt as if he were floating. But he wasn’t alone. He could hear a 
wet, snuffling sound in the distance, as though something was searching for him. 

“Where are you?” Kyja called. 

When Marcus answered, it was with his mind. “I think I’m hurt. The sniffler 
did something to me.” 

“Marcus? I can’t see you.” Kyja’s voice seemed to be fading, while the fog 
grew colder against his skin. The sound of whatever was searching for him grew 
closer. Panic filled his mind. What if Kyja left him here alone? 


“Push me to Earth!” he shouted in his mind. “Or pull me back to Farworld, 
but do it quick. Something’s coming.” 

A menacing shape rose from the darkness—hungry eyes gleaming. Before it 
could reach him, Marcus felt a strong shove, and he was falling again. At the last 
minute, he remembered to reach out for Kyja and Riph Raph. When he opened 
his eyes, he was lying on a grassy field in front of an old-fashioned-looking, 
two-story building. 

“Thank goodness,” Kyja cried running to his side. “Are you all right?” 

“Uggh,” Marcus groaned. “That was so weird. It was like I got caught 
between worlds for a minute. Only there was something else there. Maybe it was 
the creature trying to come over.” 

“I could hear you, and I couldn’t . . . I was afraid that . . .” Kyja wiped at her 
eyes. 

“T think I’m okay.” He sat up slowly. His muscles felt like someone had hit 
him with a baseball bat. Clearly they were back on Earth. The air was warm and 
damp, and the sun was either just rising or setting. He could never quite get the 
time changes right when they jumped. “Where are we?” he asked, rubbing his 
eyes. 

“Harahan School.” Kyja pointed to letters carved into the front of the 
building. 

“School. Great. I don’t even have my math book.” He dropped back onto the 
grass. His head pounded, all of his joints ached, and he thought he was running a 
fever. “What were those things?” he asked. “Those snifflers>?” 

“T’ve never seen them before.” 

“Tt felt like they were trying to get inside me.” He looked up at Kyja, 
remembering the odd sensation he’d had of seeing through her eyes for a 
moment. Had it been real, or just the stress of breaking free from the sniffler? 
“Did you feel anything strange when they attached to you?” 

Kyja paused for a moment, then shook her head. “The suckers were 
disgusting.” She rubbed at the red welts the snifflers had left on her arms. “But 
nothing else. Maybe because I’m immune to magic.” 

That made sense. “Cascade called the men ‘Keepers of the Balance.’ Are they 
part of the Dark Circle?” 

“T don’t think so. They didn’t seem to know who I was. But I saw a man with 
the same symbol on his robe enter Terra ne Staric just before I escaped. He was 
riding with the high lord.” 

A large, blue insect buzzed through the air, landing on the top of Kyja’s head. 
For some reason, Riph Raph always changed into a different creature when he 
jumped to Earth, perhaps because there were no such things as skytes here. 


Several times he’d turned into a chameleon—dquite disturbing, since skytes hated 
being called lizards—and once, he’d come over as a chicken. This time he was a 
dragonfly. It seemed to suit him. 

“Whatever snifflers are,” the dragonfly said, “they’ve got powerful magic.” 

Marcus nodded, remembering what happened when he’d tried to knock the 
man in the silver robe off his horse. “It can’t be a coincidence that they arrived 
right before the Thrathkin S’Bae attacked the Goodnuffs’ farm and that they 
nearly captured us now that we’re getting close to Land Keep.” 

They both sat in silence, considering what that might mean. Then Marcus 
remembered how they’d managed to escape the Keepers. “Did you see who 
knocked the sniffler off you?” 

Kyja nodded slowly. 

Marcus remembered thinking he’d seen something escaping the unmakers’ 
cavern just as Zhethar, the frost pinnois, smashed the entrance to dust. At the 
time, he’d assumed it was his imagination. “Screech must have climbed down 
the ledge you discovered while the air was filled with dust. Somehow he tracked 
us. Could he have been following us all along?” 

“Maybe.” Kyja averted her eyes. 

Understanding dawned on Marcus. “You knew he was there, didn’t you?” 

“T thought you’d be upset if I told you,” Kyja said softly. 

“Upset?” Marcus clenched his fists. “You thought I’d be upset? He nearly 
killed me. He enclosed you in a block of ice. He was going to feed us to the 
unmakers. Why didn’t you tell me?” Another thought occurred to him, one 
almost beyond belief. “Tell me he’s not who you’ve been sneaking food to.” 

Kyja’s cheeks went red. “He looked hungry.” 

“T can’t believe this!” Marcus shouted, his voice bouncing off the school 
building. “How could you feed that . . . that monster? It’s one thing to give our 
cloaks to homeless people, or our money to poor kids. But Screech might have 
snuck up and killed us while we slept.” 

“He didn’t,” Kyja said, her voice rising as well. “If he’d wanted to attack us, 
he could have. But I don’t think he wants to harm us. He let me see him on 
purpose, twice.” 

“He serves the unmakers. Why else would he follow us if not to kill us, or at 
least capture us and take us back?” 

“T don’t think he works for them anymore. I think we helped him escape. 
Maybe he’s grateful.” 

“Hah!” Marcus gave a scornful laugh. “Pl bet he’s just waiting for the right 
chance to bring us a thank you card. Sometimes you have to use your brains 
instead of your emotions.” 


Kyja turned away. Marcus realized he’d hurt her feelings—again. “I’m sorry. 
That was a dumb thing to say.” 

“You’ve been saying a lot of dumb things lately.” Kyja refused to look at him. 

“T know.” Marcus swallowed. “I guess I’ve been pretty selfish. I need to 
remember I’m not the only one who has problems.” 

Kyja shot him a questioning look over her shoulder. With a rueful grin, 
Marcus told her all about the tree. By the time he’d finished, Kyja was giggling. 

“Melankollia,” she said. “They’re not dangerous if you recognize what they 
are. Kids back home used to cut off the leaves and rub them on someone’s 
scrolls during tests or put the powder down their robes as a joke.” 

“Seriously?” Marcus imagined pulling a prank like that on Chet back at the 
boys’ school and watching the bully bawl his eyes out about having to eat peas 
for dinner. 

Kyja nodded. “The powder didn’t affect me, of course, so once I rubbed a 
bunch of leaves on my hands and went around touching all the meanest kids at 
school.” 

“You went to school?” Marcus asked. For some reason, it had never occurred 
to him that Kyja had classes too. 

“T did until it became clear that I couldn’t learn magic.” Kyja gave a wistful 
sigh. “Then I was asked to leave the academy.” 

“Wait. You had to leave your school just because you couldn’t do magic?” 

“Of course. What’s the point of learning spells and charms when you can’t do 
them and they don’t work on you?” 

“But what about the other stuff?” 

Kyja raised her hands in confusion. “What other stuff?” 

“You know, math, science, writing, art, geography.” 

Kyja looked at the building in front of them again, her mouth dropping open 
with wonder. “Is that what they do here? Study those . . . other things?” 

Marcus looked at Kyja as she examined the old elementary school with 
obvious longing. He realized how little he still knew about her world and how 
much he’d taken for granted. Sure, he’d had a tough time having to go 
everywhere in a wheelchair. But at least they hadn’t kicked him out of school 
because he only had one good arm and leg. 

“We’d probably better get going,” he said. The sun was almost completely up 
now. Apparently it was morning. He didn’t want to be found here once students 
and teachers began arriving. And besides, just because he and Kyja hadn’t seen 
them didn’t mean the Dark Circle wasn’t still looking for them. 

“All right,” Kyja said, tearing her eyes away from the school. “But how are 
you going to get around?” 


Something landed on the front walk of the school with a soft fwump. Marcus 
and Kyja turned to see a newspaper delivery boy. He looked to be about twelve 
or thirteen. He wore a ragged old carrier bag around his neck—now mostly 
empty. But it was the mountain bike he was riding that caught Marcus’s eye. 

“Hey,” he said, waving to the boy. “Wanna sell that bike?” 


Chapter 9 


Ups and Downs 


Watch out for that car!” 


“I am—I am!” Kyja steered around the SUV that pulled out in front of them, 
the front wheel of the bike wobbling dangerously before she brought it back 
under control. 

“That was close,” Marcus breathed, clutching Kyja’s waist in a death-grip 
with his right arm. 

“Stop being a baby,” Kyja called over the wind roaring past her face as they 
raced along the city street. Her long hair stuck out from under her helmet, 
whipping back and forth as she dodged around parked cars and pedestrians. She 
still couldn’t believe she was riding her own Earth machine—even if it wasn’t a 
car. Of course she’d seen plenty of bikes on her various jumps to Earth, but 
she’d just assumed that, like cars, they required some kind of license to drive. 

“T think we should move to a less-busy street,” Marcus gasped, pushing 
Kyja’s hair out of his face as they bounced over a dip in the road. 

“Fine, fine.” Kyja turned right at the next street, leaning the bike so far over 
that Marcus squeaked in terror. 

“Do you have to do that? What’s the hurry?” he asked, squeezing her so hard 
she could barely breathe. 

“No hurry. It’s just fun!” Kyja said, a huge grin pasted on her face. She 
fumbled briefly with the gears, found the one she was looking for and peddled 
harder to make her point. 

Her first attempts at driving an Earth machine had been a little bumpy. When 
she’d realized Marcus was buying the bike and that she would be the one 
operating it, she immediately jumped on—and just as quickly fell off again. 

“You have to balance,” Marcus had explained, holding out his hands to show 
her what he meant. 

Picking the bike back up, she examined it more closely. It reminded her a 
little of a wheeled horse. The handles, like reins, were used to turn left and right. 
You put one leg on each side—resting your feet on what Marcus called pedals. 
And there was even a small saddle to sit on. 

For her second attempt, she took a firm hold of the handles and gave the 


machine a hard push with her feet. The next thing she knew, she was lying on the 
grass, the front wheel of the bike spinning slowly next to the tree she’d run into. 

“TIl think I’ ll stick to the air,” Riph Raph called, buzzing over her head. 

Kyja picked up the bike. It looked like a horse, but it certainly didn’t ride like 
one. “Are you sure this doesn’t require some kind of magic?” 

“No magic. Just practice.” Marcus had tried to hide his smile, but Kyja could 
tell he was laughing at her. Still, the idea of operating her own machine—one 
that didn’t require any magic—fascinated her enough that she got back on again. 
This time she was more cautious, listening as Marcus explained how the pedals 
and brakes worked. It took several more tries—and multiple scrapes and 
scratches—but after a couple of hours she got the hang of it. 

Now, as they turned onto a bike trail that ran along the levee of the wide 
Mississippi River, Kyja cut the wheel left and right, laughing with delight as the 
bike obeyed her every command. 

“T think I almost prefer riding in a grocery cart,” Marcus groaned. 

“Stop fussing,” Kyja called, happily looping the bike left and right across the 
mostly empty trail. “We’re making great time. Do you think we can bring this 
thing to Farworld with us when we jump back?” 

“T think a bike might make us stand out just a little.” 

He was probably right. They’d been trying to remain undercover as much as 
possible—avoiding anything that might alert the Dark Circle to their 
whereabouts. Now they had the Keepers to worry about as well. But it was still 
fun to imagine riding a shiny bike through the streets of Terra ne Staric. The 
other kids would be so jealous. 

“When do you think we should jump?” she asked, hoping Marcus would say 
not for several days at least. 

Jumping between worlds anytime and anywhere they wanted was a great 
benefit in their search for the elementals. The Dark Circle was limited to coming 
and going through the permanent doorway they’d created with dark magic. But 
neither Kyja nor Marcus were sure whether the Thrathkin S’Bae could track 
them by their jumps. And Marcus and Kyja could remain in each other’s worlds 
only for a few days at a time. Any more than that, and they began to grow 
progressively sicker. 

Master Therapass had explained that while they seemed to be completely in 
the other’s world, half of them was actually suspended in the gray nothingness 
between them. The only way to recover was by returning to their own world for 
a few days. 

Marcus pointed ahead to a large city. “That’s New Orleans. I’d guess we’re 
no more than nine or ten miles away. We’re probably getting close to the city 


Riph Raph saw downstream on the Noble River. I think we’d better go back 
tomorrow morning. Hopefully someone there can give us a clue where Land 
Keep is.” 

Kyja nodded, already missing her bike. “What about the Keepers?” 

“That’s what I’m worried about,” Marcus said. “There could be more of them 
in the city. We’ ll just have to make sure they don’t spot us.” 

Watching a flock of birds soar out over the river, Kyja didn’t see the old man 
that stepped up onto the levee until Riph Raph, flying just over her shoulder, 
shouted, “Look out!” 

Kyja whipped her head around in time to see a man with a bushy, white beard 
carrying a fishing pole over his shoulder. He was standing in the middle of the 
bike path, eyes wide with surprise and fear. Kyja grabbed the brakes with both 
hands. The bike’s back tire skidded on the loose gravel. 

“Turn!” Marcus yelled, leaning away from the skid. 

Kyja turned the handlebars, but she overcorrected, heading straight toward 
the edge of the levee and the river below. She tried to steer away, but Marcus had 
overbalanced the bike. Instead of turning away from the fall, they leaned into it. 

“We’re going over!” Marcus called, his arm like a vice around her stomach. 

Kyja yanked on the handlebars with all her strength, but it was no use. The 
bike was tipping over, and she couldn’t control it. Then, just as she was sure they 
were going over the side, it was as if a giant hand lifted the bike, pushing it 
upright again, and bringing it to a stop inches from the edge of the levee. 

“That was some mighty fancy riding,” the old man said, shifting his pole to 
his other shoulder. “Thought you two were heading into the drink for sure. Guess 
I surprised you there.” 

“You did,” Kyja said, trying to catch her breath. “I wasn’t paying attention to 
where I was going.” 

“Happens to me all the time,” the old man said. “It’s the river. Brings to mind 
flights of fancy. Sometimes I set out my pole and completely forget where I am 
for hours at a time.” He held up a string of fish. “I’d better get back home and 
clean these.” With that, he crossed the path and disappeared into the woods 
beyond. 

Kyja glanced back at Marcus, whose face had gone an alarming shade of 
green. He was breathing in hard, quick gasps. “That was close,” she said. “Good 
thing you used magic to stop us.” 

Marcus looked at the spot where the man had disappeared. “I don’t think I 
did.” 


Chapter 10 


Aster’s Bay 


Wake up.” Marcus nudged Kyja, who was sleeping curled in her cloak next 
to the trunk of a large pine. 

Kyja cracked open an eye and looked around at the Louisiana woods still 
wrapped in darkness. “What time is it?” 

“Not sure.” Marcus peered into the trees, listening for any unusual sounds. 

“Tt’s nighttime,” Riph Raph buzzed sleepily at Marcus. “Go back to sleep.” 

“T think we should jump now.” 

“Tt’s not even close to morning.” Kyja sat up and rubbed a palm across her 
face. “Are you crazy?” 

“Of course he’s crazy.” Riph Raph, who’d stayed up late gorging himself on 
mosquitoes, buried his face in Kyja’s hair. 

“Tt’ll be breakfast time in Farworld. We could be at the city before lunch.” 

“T know you don’t want to ride with me anymore,” Kyja said, stifling a yawn. 
“But this is ridiculous. Go back to sleep.” 

“T can’t sleep. I don’t think we should stay here any longer than we have to.” 

“Why not? You need at least another day or two here to recover. Besides 
we’re safe from the Keepers.” Kyja pushed herself to her feet, brushed the pine 
needles from her clothing, and stretched both arms above her head. 

“Something isn’t right,” Marcus said, tapping his foot against the ground as 
though anxious to start a race. “I didn’t stop the bike, and you sure didn’t. That 
means someone around here has magic. Doesn’t that make you nervous?” 

“You think the old man with the fishing pole was a Thrathkin S’ Bae?” Kyja 
asked with a sarcastic smile. “The only ones who can use the Dark Circle’s 
doorway use black magic. No one else from Farworld could be here.” 

“That’s my point!” Marcus slapped his hands together, then looked around, 
afraid the noise might have attracted someone’s—or something’s—attention. 
Ever since they’d jumped to Earth, something had felt wrong. At first, he’d 
assumed it was the usual disorientation of moving from one world to another 
—‘“super jetlag,” he’d come to think of it. But now he wondered if there wasn’t 
more to it. 

“You probably cast the spell without realizing it,” Kyja said. “We were about 


to go over the side, and you panicked.” 

“Of course I panicked. You were driving like a maniac. But I’ve never cast a 
spell without meaning to before.” He had felt something as they were pushed to 
a stop. It was the same tearing feeling as when the sniffler attacked him. What if 
Kyja was right? What if he’d used magic without knowing it? What might that 
mean? One thing he was coming to realize about magic was that it wasn’t a toy. 
Like fire, it was a powerful tool as long as he could control it. 

But if it escaped his control .. . 

“Fine. I’m awake now.” Kyja stomped her feet, getting the tingles of sleep 
out. “We might as well go to Farworld. But you have to promise we’ll buy 
another bike next time we’re on Earth.” 

“I promise—I promise.” Marcus gripped his staff, tensing for the jump. 
They’d been in Farworld for just over two days. He knew he should have stayed 
at least two more days on Earth to fully recover, but after what happened with 
the bike, he’d feel much more comfortable once they were gone. “Watch out for 
Keepers when we arrive. They should have left by now, but there was something 
strange about those snifflers. I don’t want to meet up with them again.” 

Kyja gave one last, longing glance toward the mountain bike then closed her 
eyes. “Here we go.” 

A moment later, Marcus found himself lying on a riverbank, head resting on a 
moss-covered rock. He’d been a little afraid that the horrible feeling of being 
trapped in the strange gray place on the last jump would happen again. He was 
relieved not to spend any more time trapped in that in-between place. 

“Look who’s here!” called out an amused voice. 

Marcus sat up quickly and spun around, raising his staff in preparation to use 
magic. But it was only Cascade resting easily against his sailboat as a half-dozen 
water creatures of his creation dove and twirled through the air. 

“T still don’t understand how you know where to find us,” Kyja said, helping 
pull Marcus to his feet. “You have no idea where we were on Earth. How are you 
always wherever we land when we jump back?” 

Cascade waved a finger as though leading an orchestra, and his creatures rose 
in a graceful swirl of movement before losing their shapes and splashing back 
into the river. “Where else would I be?” 

“Full of information, as always,” Marcus said, climbing the ramp onto the 
boat. It was strange coming from Earth to Farworld. He had more movement in 
his bad arm and leg here, but the pain was much worse. “You don’t happen to 
know if the Keepers are still around, do you?” 

Riph Raph stretched his wings as though glad to be returned to his normal 
shape and launched himself into the air. “P1 fly up and take a look.” 


“No need to,” Cascade said. “Despite your doubts about me, I am pleased to 
tell you that the Keepers of the Balance have taken their pets and returned to 
Aster’s Bay. Between your sudden disappearance and the arrival of your friend, 
they seemed rather shocked. I suspect they left to report to their superiors.” 

“Screech is no friend of mine,” Marcus said, clutching the gunwale of the 
gently rocking boat. 

Cascade only tilted his head and smiled. 

“Did he... get away?” Kyja stared off into the trees. 

“Indeed.” The water elemental nodded. “Cave trullochs are slippery creatures. 
In more ways than one. The snifflers were unable to track him.” 

“What are snifflers?” Marcus asked as the boat began sailing downriver. 

Cascade seemed to be in an especially good mood this morning. He stood 
before the wheel of the sailboat, though he didn’t need to touch it to steer, and 
waved his arms expansively. “I believe you already know. Snifflers are the larval 
form of a much more dangerous creature. They are what you might call babies.” 

Marcus thought for a minute. There had been something familiar about the 
creatures. Something that had seemed almost . . . 

“Unmakers. The snifflers are baby unmakers, aren’t they?” 

The water elemental nodded. 

“But why would anyone want an unmaker for a pet?” Kyja asked, crinkling 
her nose in disgust. 

Again Marcus thought he might understand. “Does it have something to do 
with how the unmakers feed on magic?” 

Instead of answering the question directly, Cascade looked out over the water. 
“When we first met, you accused the Fontasians of selfishness. Yet we consider 
ourselves to be quite fair. We take only what we need and always give equal to 
what we ask. Your kind is very difficult to understand. At times, you give far 
more than is expected—such as feeding the creature who imprisoned you. Other 
times, you take far more than you could possibly use but offer nothing in return.” 

Kyja frowned. “If you want your gold rock back, you can have it.” 

But Marcus didn’t think Cascade was talking about them at all. He was 
Starting to get an inkling of what the Keepers of the Balance might be up to, and 
he didn’t like the idea—it felt far too much like something that might happen on 
Earth. Before he could finish piecing the concept together though, the sailboat 
rounded a curve and the river opened into a wide bay, and beyond that, a broad 
expanse of greenish-blue water that must be the Sea of Eternal Sorrows. 

On a finger of land, between bay and ocean, was a city surrounded by 
imposing-looking walls of stone and rock. Dozens of ships were docked at a 
bustling harbor. North of the city, farms and clusters of small wooden houses 


spread out for several miles. 

“Aster’s Bay,” Cascade said, his eyes narrowed and his brow furrowed. “This 
is a dangerous place but a necessary stop if you intend to find the land 
elementals.” 

With that said, he slowly faded away, like mist evaporating on a hot day. 
When his voice spoke again, it came from what looked like a reflection rippling 
in the river water. “You took the Keepers of the Balance lightly before. It would 
not be wise to do so again.” 


Chapter 11 


Charmed to Meet You 


Are you coming?” Kyja asked, a growing frustration in her voice. 


“Sure. I just . . . did you see that?” Marcus stood at the edge of the pier and 
watched open-mouthed as two men loaded bushels of corn onto the deck of a 
heavily-laden ship. 

It was the sort of activity he might have seen at any Earth harbor. But the way 
they were loading the boat was like something out of a fairy tale. One man 
seemed to be in charge of the corn. He held a leather-wrapped scythe with both 
hands. He raised the tool, and the heads of corn twirled into the air, using their 
husks as propellers. A second man snapped a leather strap between his hands; the 
empty bushel bounced like a rubber ball up the ramp onto the boat. Once the 
bushel was in place, the corn dropped neatly into the wooden basket. 

“Come on,” Kyja whispered, tugging Marcus by the arm. “People are 
staring.” 

People were staring—not at the flying corn, but at him. Some with 
amusement, others with suspicion. 

“He’s cloud-eyed,” Kyja explained, cupping her hands to each side of her 
face, and a group of fisherman burst into laughter. 

“What does ‘cloud-eyed’ mean?” Marcus hurried to catch up with her, his leg 
aching, staff knocking against the cobblestone street. 

“Just that you’re easily amused.” Kyja glanced quickly around to see if 
anyone else was watching as they walked toward the city’s western gate. “You’re 
drawing attention to us. For all we know, the Keepers have told people to watch 
for a boy and a girl who are new in town. Hopefully they didn’t notice your leg 
back in the woods, or we’|l be spotted for sure.” 

Even though she was right, Marcus couldn’t help gawking at everything 
around him. It was like walking through the middle of the most amazing special 
effects movie ever made. Fascinating things were all around—from the man 
charging admission to watch a caged mimicker turn into your worst nightmare to 
the group of black-cloaked women who barely came up to his knees playing 
strange flute music that made him feel woozy if he listened too long. 

Some things he could understand. There was the man in the stained leather 


apron standing with his arms folded across his broad chest as pieces of meat 
sliced themselves off a butchered cow and he waited patiently for the dark paper 
that wrapped itself around them. Or the flock of chickens in the wooden crate 
saying things like, “What do you call two chickens chasing one another? Fowl 
play!” 

But other things left him completely confused. Like the woman weaving red 
liquid into braids up to ten feet in the air like huge strands of colored glass 
before they disappeared with a loud pop. Or the group of young men floating 
hundreds of feet above a meadow, inside gently glowing bubbles. At any 
moment, Marcus expected a movie director to step out of the shadows. Is this 
how Kyja felt the first time she saw an Earth city? 

Marcus picked up his pace, realizing he was falling behind again. “I knew 
you had magic here,” he whispered. “But this is . . . I don’t know. Amazing!” 

Kyja gave a curt nod. “See why I don’t exactly fit in? Stop staring and try not 
to look like too much the quinnel.” 

Marcus didn’t know what a quinnel was, but he got the point and tried not to 
gawk too obviously. They approached the city gates—iron-bound wooden 
structures that looked strong enough to stop a charging elephant. Before the 
gates stood a pair of stern-looking guards outfitted in heavy armor. 

“Just look normal and let me talk,” Kyja hissed under her breath. 

Marcus gave a quick look toward the sky. Riph Raph was up there 
somewhere, keeping an eye out. They’d both agreed it would be wiser not to 
have the skyte join them for the time being. A boy and a girl might be able to 
slip through the crowds unnoticed, but pet skytes were rare enough to attract 
attention. 

“Names?” the guard on the left asked, looking them up and down with a 
bored frown. “Kailid and Yerhom,” Kyja said “My brother was attacked by a 
cave bat. We’re here to see the healer.” 

“Very well,” the guard sighed. 

Kyja raised her arm, and the guard on the right pressed a wad of something 
pink onto the back of her hand. She nodded to Marcus, and he did the same. The 
guard slapped on what looked like a wad of bubble gum. A moment later, the 
wad flashed dimly, forming into a different shape. 

“Come, Yerhom. The healer will be angry if we’re late,” Kyja said. As soon 
as they were out of sight of the guards, she put her hand to her mouth and licked 
rapidly at the pink substance which was changing into some kind of symbol. 
Following her lead, Marcus raised his hand to his mouth. 

“Don’t!” Kyja cried. Marcus recoiled as she took his hand and licked the back 
until the pink was completely gone. 


“One of the few benefits to having no magic,” she said. “If you’d done that, 
you would have been covered in very painful and embarrassing sores all over 
your body for at least a week.” 

Marcus examined his hand. It looked a little shiny but showed no trace of 
pink. After months in Farworld, he thought he understood things. Now he was 
realizing how much he still had to learn. “What was it?” 

“A visitor brand,” Kyja said, rolling her eyes as if she was talking to a baby. 
“They’re to help the authorities identify people who aren’t from the city.” 

Marcus shook his head. “So what now? You obviously know a lot more than I 
do. How do we find Land Keep?” 

“T have no idea,” Kyja admitted. They studied the mass of people moving 
through the city streets. She suddenly stiffened. “Over there.” 

Marcus turned in the direction she was looking. A man in a red Keeper’s robe 
walked with a stiff air of authority. As he approached, people moved out of his 
way. Obviously, he was viewed as some kind of authority figure, but his face 
showed none of the boredom the guards’ had. Instead, he seemed to be studying 
the crowds, examining the faces looking away as he passed by. 

“Inside,” Kyja urged, pushing Marcus into a nearby doorway. 

They ended up in what seemed to be some kind of shop. Shelves of odd little 
statues and gleaming necklaces filled the room from floor to ceiling. Behind a 
pitted counter of dark wood sat a fat man with a sweaty, bald head. He carved a 
piece of rock with a tiny hammer that glowed red and rang like a bell with each 
tap. As Marcus and Kyja entered, the man looked up from his work. 

“What do you kids want?” the shopkeeper asked in a pleasant, high-pitched 
voice, and Marcus realized it wasn’t a man at all. It was a large, bald woman. 
She set aside her hammer. “Love, maybe? Happy feet? Shiny, white teeth?” 

“What’s all this?” Marcus asked, ignoring Kyja’s warning look. 

“What is it?” The shopkeeper grinned showing a mouth filled with teeth so 
pearly they would have put an oyster to shame. “What isnt it? Charms for 
anything a boy or girl could want. Need to impress the ladies with your 
manliness? Try this.” The woman picked up a little pin that looked like a closed 
fist. She slid it onto her robe, and instantly her forearms bulged. She pulled up 
her sleeve and made a muscle as big as a coconut. The minute she took the pin 
off, her arm returned to its normal shape. 

“Cool!” Marcus breathed, earning a curious look from the woman and a glare 
from Kyja. 

“How about you, little lady?” Rising from her stool, the woman lifted a 
glittering necklace and leaned toward Kyja as though preparing to put it around 
her neck. 


“No, thank you,” Kyja blurted, instantly stepping back. “But I’ve got some 
gold Pd like to sell.” She set the rock Cascade had given her on the counter, and 
the woman gave a quick nod. 

“Fair enough.” Apparently children selling valuable stones wasn’t as strange 
an occurrence here as it was on Earth. 

“What happened to you, lad?” the woman asked as she carried the rock to a 
small stone table near the back of the store. 

Marcus looked quickly away. “I was, um... attacked by a cave bat. I’m here 
to see the healer.” 

“Cave bat, eh?” the woman said. “They can be nasty creatures, all right.” She 
put the stone onto a circle-shaped red cloth and tapped it with her hammer. 
“Have to say though, I’ve never seen marks like those on your arms left by a 
cave bat.” 

Marcus looked at the red welts left by the sniffler’s suckers. They were 
beginning to fade, but the circles still stood out against his pale skin. 

“We’d better leave,” Kyja said, pushing Marcus. “We’ll come back for our 
money later.” 

“T wouldn’t do that just yet.” The woman nodded toward the door. Kyja and 
Marcus turned to see another Keeper—or maybe it was the same one—walking 
slowly past store fronts on the other side of the street. “I don’t imagine the 
guards noticed anything when you came through the gate. They’re hungover half 
the time and drunk the other. But a sharp-eyed Keeper wouldn’t likely miss 
sniffler marks, now, would he?” 


Chapter 12 


Dog Days 


Kyja eyed the woman behind the counter and the Keeper moving slowly 


along the other side of the street, trying to decide which way to take her chances. 
“What do you want?” she finally asked the woman. 

The woman rubbed her head. “I want a handsome sailor who has a lot of 
money and a hankering for fat, bald women. You haven’t seen one have you?” 

When Kyja only grimaced, the shopkeeper turned her attention to Marcus. “Is 
your friend always so stern?” 

“More than yov’d think,” Marcus agreed, earning himself a dirty look. 

“We’re in a lot of trouble here,” Kyja said. “This is no time for laughing.” If 
this woman alerted the authorities, they’d never make it out the city gates, but if 
Marcus tried to use magic on her, the commotion could be just as bad. 

The shopkeeper did something to their rock, and the gold oozed out of it, 
forming a small, gold rectangle. “Not bad. Not bad at all.” She lowered her bulk 
onto a creaky stool and set the gold bar on the counter. “I’ve always found that 
humor is one of the best cures for trouble. I once owned a one-eyed swamp runt 
that could tell the most—” 

“You can have the gold,” Kyja said. “Just give us enough time to get outside 
the city walls before you tell the Keepers.” 

“What makes you think I’d tell those stuffed robes anything? You’re in a 
great deal of trouble if the Keepers of the Balance are looking for you. They 
generally find what they’re looking for. But that doesn’t mean I have to turn you 
over to them.” 

“Thank you for not telling.” Kyja reached for the gold bar, but the woman 
placed her big, pink hand over the top of it. 

“Not so quick.” 

Kyja narrowed her eyes. “I thought you said you didn’t want our gold.” 

“Of course I want it,” the shopkeeper said. “I run a business, don’t I? Show 
me a shopkeeper that says she doesn’t want gold, and P1 show you a liar or a 
woman that’s out of business. But I want to earn it honestly. We never decided 
what it is you need.” 

“Right now we need to get out of here.” Kyja watched the door anxiously. 


After searching the other side of the street the Keeper would probably start 
checking shops on this side. 

“Fair enough,” the woman said, taking her hand from the bar. “I won’t tell 
you how to run your business. River knows I have enough trouble running mine. 
But I can tell you that you’ll be lucky to get two blocks from here without 
running into another one of those red-robed fanatics. Word is, they’re keeping an 
eye out for a young girl and boy who gave them the slip.” 

“Oh, no,” Kyja said with a groan. Their plan was coming completely apart 
before it ever got started. They had no choice but to get outside the city as fast as 
they could and somehow continue the search for Land Keep out there on their 
own. 

“But then,” the woman said, fingering the bar of gold again, “it would make 
their search much more difficult if they were looking for a boy and a girl, but 
you two were . . . something else.” 

“Like what?” Marcus asked far too enthusiastically for Kyja’s taste. She’d 
seen plenty of shopkeepers try to cheat children. 

The big woman hefted herself to her feet with a loud grunt and plucked a red 
ribbon off the shelf. It had a small, silver charm hanging from the front that 
looked sort of like a tiny bone. “Here,” she said, handing Marcus the ribbon. 
“Tie this around your neck.” 

Kyja watched apprehensively as Marcus wrapped it around his neck and 
knotted the ribbon in a bow. “Is something supposed to happen?” he asked. “I 
don’t—yip. ” 

Without any warning, Marcus disappeared, staff, robe and all. In his place 
was a small brown dog, with shaggy fur that nearly covered his eyes, and a 
bushy tail. Kyja started forward as the dog looked up at her in surprise, then 
down at itself. 

“Hey, look... bark... at me!” the dog cried in Marcus’s voice. Pma... 
ruff... dog.” 

“T’m still working on a few issues,” the shopkeeper said, resting her hands on 
her large hips. “There’s the whole barking problem. And the transformation only 
lasts for twenty or thirty minutes at a time. Then you have to let it rest for a bit. 
I’m not exactly sure how many uses it’s good for. But it should be long enough 
for the two of you to get wherever you’re going.” She untied the bow, and a 
moment later the dog turned back into Marcus. 

“That was so... ruff... cool!” he said, picking up his staff that had 
reappeared along with him. 

The shopkeeper grimaced. “The side effects wear off after an hour or so. At 
least, they’re supposed to.” 


“I don’t know,” Kyja said. She was still unsure about the woman’s 
motivations. Usually she was better at knowing what people were thinking. But 
today she was distracted. Nothing felt normal. 

But Marcus seemed convinced. “How much?” 

The shopkeeper tapped the gold with her hammer. About a fourth of the bar 
split off. “It’s some of my better work, but as I said, it does still have a few 
flaws.” 

Kyja had to admit, the price did seem fair. She’d seen charms go for more 
than ten times as much, but usually they were the kind that promised to make 
someone fall in love with you. People were willing to pay a lot for romance. 

“Done,” Marcus said, pushing the smaller piece of gold across the counter to 
the woman and giving the rest to Kyja. “If we stand around here much longer 
trying to make a decision, we are going to get caught.” 

“All right,” Kyja agreed. Waiting here certainly wasn’t an option. For a 
moment, she considered offering the woman the rest of the gold in exchange for 
any information she might have on Land Keep or the elementals. But if the 
Keepers managed to track Marcus and her to this shop, she didn’t want the 
woman to have any information that might help the Keepers—or that might get 
the woman in trouble. 

“Don’t forget,” the shopkeeper said as Marcus retied the bow around his 
neck, “thirty minutes, tops, and you’ll change back. You should start to feel a 
tingly sensation right before you change. Or not. It still—” 

“I know,” Marcus said. “Has a... bark... few bugs.” 

Kyja shook her head as Marcus changed back into the spunky little dog. It 
was a good transformation. If it had been a simple illusion—like most charms— 
she would have seen through it with her magic immunity. But, as far as she 
could tell, he was a dog. He still limped on his front left and back right paws, but 
managed to move quite well. 

“T wouldn’t recommend going back west out the front gate,” the woman said. 
“The guards aren’t the sharpest, but they still might recognize you and wonder 
what happened to the boy you came in with. And they’ II definitely want to know 
how you managed to remove your visitor brand. Try the north or east gates. But 
do not go south under any circumstances.” 

“Thank you,” Kyja said, realizing she’d misjudged the shopkeeper. She 
wanted to ask about the south gate, but Marcus was already heading for the door. 

“Come back anytime,” the woman called. She picked up her red hammer. 
“But stay away from those Keepers.” 

Kyja was afraid that advice might be more difficult to follow than it sounded. 


Chapter 13 


Fun and Games 


Being a dog was going to take some getting used to. It was odd looking up 


from the level of everyone’s knees. And colors looked all wrong. But the smells 
were amazing. Have they been here all along? Marcus wondered. If so, how 
have I missed them? There were hundreds of scents, thousands, and they all 
seemed to tell a story. 

A young man walked past, and Marcus could tell not only that he’d had lamb 
chops and carrots for lunch, but that he’d had several servings of a strong drink 
that made him a little tipsy, that he worked around fires a lot—was probably a 
blacksmith—and that he’d kissed a female companion in the last few minutes. 

“What are you doing?” Kyja asked. 

Marcus realized he’d raised his nose to the air, sniffing like a, well, like a dog. 
“Sorry,” he yipped. If Master Therapass could smell things this well as a wolf it 
was no wonder he’d chosen that form so often. “Where to now?” 

Kyja scanned the streets. “Let’s find other children. Adults ask too many 
questions, but kids like to tell stories, especially to other kids.” 

Marcus sniffed the air. “This—bark—way,” he said and trotted off down the 
street with Kyja on his heels. 

Turning up one street and down another, Marcus followed the scent of 
children like an invisible trail floating through the air. Children smelled different 
from adults—fresher somehow, like fun and games, while adults smelled like 
work and worry—serious smells. Of course, children were all over the city, but 
the trail he followed led to lots of them. He wasn’t entirely sure how he knew 
that; he just did. 

As he sniffed his way through the streets, he recognized another smell. It was 
a predatory smell, hungry and intense, like a tiger stalking an antelope. That, he 
knew immediately, was the smell of Keepers. Everywhere they’d been, the smell 
of fear appeared. He avoided the odor at all costs, even if it meant going out of 
their way and losing the trail of the children for a minute or two. 

They rounded a corner, and Marcus stopped before a large stone building. 
This was definitely where the children-smell was coming from. He could hear 
their voices now—shouting and laughing from the other side of the building. 


Marcus began to trot that way before realizing Kyja wasn’t with him. 

He turned back to see her staring up at the building with . . . what? Sadness? 
Yes, he could smell sadness coming off her like a bittersweet perfume. But there 
were also other smells that were harder to read. Longing, anger, jealousy, and... 
even a little fear. Suddenly, he realized what this building must be. 

“This is a school, isn’t it? A place where they teach...” 

“Magic.” Kyja nodded, still looking up at the stark, gray building with such a 
subtle expression of sadness that Marcus wouldn’t have been able to read it if he 
hadn’t been a dog. “It’s not nearly as big as the one in Terra ne Staric. But it is an 
academy.” 

“Then let’s go somewhere else,” Marcus said. “I can find some other children. 
We passed a houseful a little ways back.” 

“No.” Kyja folded her arms across her chest, and Marcus caught a whiff of 
determination, although the fear was still there too. “We don’t have enough time. 
You could change back to a person in less than fifteen minutes, and we’ve got to 
be out of town by then. Besides, this was the right place to come. If anyone here 
has heard about Land Keep, these kids will know about it.” Kyja strode along the 
side of the building. “Come on. It sounds like they’re on break right now. But 
lessons could start again any minute. Let me do the talking. Remember, even in 
Farworld, dogs don’t carry on conversations. They do tell stupid jokes,” she 
added with a wink. “But you should be able to handle that.” 

Following Kyja, Marcus wondered what exactly went on in the academy. 
Would it be like a normal Earth school with tests and grades? Would there be 
bullies like Chet and his friends, the boys who tried to beat him up at his last 
school? He couldn’t imagine that. If he went to a school where they taught 
magic, he’d be too happy to bother anyone. And if he saw a bully trying to pick 
on other kids— 

Marcus’s thoughts cut off abruptly as he and Kyja reached the back of the 
building. Even though they were on Farworld, he’d been thinking of the school 
grounds in terms of the ones he was used to. Behind the building would be a 
typical playground—asphalt basketball courts, maybe a few tetherball poles, 
swings and slides for the little kids, and a baseball diamond for the big kids. 

It was an image so locked in his mind that at first he thought he was seeing 
that. A group of kids about his age pushed and shoved one another as they ran up 
and down a long, stone-paved court. The kids wore short pants and sleeveless 
shirts that could have been basketball uniforms if it weren’t for the glowing 
patterns of stripes on the shorts, and that the shirts kept changing colors as the 
kids jostled for position. Along the sidelines, other kids raised their hands, 
cheering or complaining, depending on who they were rooting for. 


Then he realized there were no hoops. And no ball, either. After a moment of 
watching, he realized they were fighting for control of what looked like a large, 
spinning top. It skittered across the stone court in a zigzag pattern, staying on the 
ground for several feet before bouncing high into the air. 

A broad-shouldered boy lunged for the top as it zipped by. It gave out an ear- 
splitting squeal as the boy’s fingers neared it, but just as he looked like he was 
going to get it, a girl stuck out her foot, and the boy smashed face-first to the 
stones. 

“Ouch!” Marcus groaned, almost feeling the boy’s pain himself. 

“Just watch,” Kyja said. 

Marcus turned back to the game in time to see the girl leap for the top as it 
again bounced into the air. Before she could get anywhere near it, though, two 
other girls, wearing green double X marks on their red shirts, hit her with what 
looked like a blast of air magic. The blow threw the girl twenty feet down the 
court. As she landed, Marcus heard a clear snap—like a tree branch breaking. 
The girl got slowly to her feet, tucking her bent arm to her chest. 

What kind of game was this? It made football look like a sport for sissies. By 
the time these kids were finished, they’d all be in the hospital. The top skipped 
unexpectedly to the right between the two girls, but before either of them could 
grab it, a boy who looked to be no older than eight or nine dove between them 
and snatched it with a graceful, rolling grab. 

Clutching the top under one arm, the boy made a mad dash for the end of the 
court, the rest of the kids in close pursuit. Still bucking and trying to escape the 
boy’s grip, the top gave out three sharp whistles. Tweet, tweet, tw-e-e-e-t. At the 
end of the third whistle, the boy held the top above his head and it . . . exploded, 
throwing the players in all directions. 


Chapter 14 
Harbingers 


Marcus barked in dismay, unable to form words to express his horror at 


what had happened. His mouth hung open. Where the young boy had been 
standing was a smoking pit several feet deep. The boy was disintegrated, and the 
rest of the players lay, unmoving, on the court. He couldn’t believe what he’d 
just witnessed. What was wrong with these kids? They were all cheering and 
laughing as if the boy’s death was just part of the game. Was that it? Was dying 
part of the game? This was sick. 

He looked up at Kyja, who was cupping a hand to her mouth. Marcus thought 
he actually heard her giggle. 

“Look,” she said pointing. 

Across the court, kids were jumping up and down, pounding someone on the 
back. As the crowd cleared a little, he recognized the person they were 
congratulating. It was the boy. The one who’d just blown up. And one of the 
people congratulating him was the girl with the broken arm. Only her arm 
looked fine now. In fact, all of the players seemed to be standing on the 
sidelines. But if they were over there, who were the kids on the ground? 

Pop! The girl with the broken arm disappeared from the court. Pop! Pop! The 
two girls with the Xs, who were lying tangled on the flat stones, disappeared too. 
One by one, each of the players vanished until the court was empty. 

He looked at Kyja who was openly grinning now. “It wasn’t real?” 

She shook her head. “It’s called Lusia. Each player controls a magic duplicate 
of himself or herself. That was actually a pretty tame version. There’s one where 
you try to keep from being eaten by a set of giant fangs.” 

“Lusia,” Marcus whispered under his breath. He could hardly believe none of 
the kids had actually been injured. His heart was still pounding. 

“You’re not supposed to bring dogs to academy,” said a small voice behind 
him. 

Marcus turned to see a little girl with straight, red hair that hung almost 
halfway down the back of her yellow robe. Forgetting that he wasn’t supposed to 
talk, Marcus opened his mouth, but Kyja quickly spoke first. 

“T don’t attend here. I’m just visiting.” 

With a snooty expression, the girl shook back her hair. “Pets still aren’t 


allowed.” 

“I know, but...” 

Bored, Marcus wandered across the field, studying the rest of the students and 
trying to imagine what it would like to be one of them. Snippets of conversation 
intrigued him. 

“... and I told him second water and fourth fire still won’t allow a goat’s 
tongue to translate...” 

“So she said, “This juice tastes a little tart,’ not knowing that Laquias laced it 
with Ogre’s Breath just that morning.” 

“But she says he likes her. Can you imagine? What he would see in a string 
bean of a girl that hasn’t even mastered basic air is beyond me. So I told her .. .” 

“Hey, little guy.” 

Marcus looked up as a boy with a freckled face knelt beside him and 
scratched the fur between his shoulder blades. Holy cow, that felt good! 
Something seemed to be shaking the back half of his body, and he craned his 
head around to see his bushy brown tail wagging like crazy. 

“What are you doing here? Did you come to learn magic?” The boy laughed 
and moved his fingers to a spot just behind Marcus’s left ear. 

“He’s not supposed to be here,” said the little girl with the red hair, who’d 
apparently followed him. 

“Go get lost in the swamp,” the boy said. 

Marcus knew he was supposed to be looking for clues to Land Keep. But the 
scratching felt so good, he thought he could just stand there all day, melting like 
butter. Then he heard something that caught his attention. By the comer of the 
building, a group of five very young children were playing a game that looked 
like a mix between hopscotch and jump rope. 

The children stood in a circle pushing a colored symbol that hovered in the air 
from one child to another. Every time the symbol moved, it changed. Depending 
on what it turned into, the children had to do something different—jumping, 
spinning, sometimes very simple magic like making a rock fly through the air or 
creating a puff of wind. As they waited their turn, the children clapped their 
hands and chanted out the words to a song, just like Earth children did while 
jumping rope. 

Leaving the boy and girl who were now locked in a heated argument, Marcus 
edged closer to the game so he could make out the words. 


Ice worm, mud worm, piece of pie, 
Miss a turn, and you will die. 
Then you have to make your bed, 


In the swamp with all the dead. 


Ice worm, mud worm, piece of cake, 
Keepers see you make a mistake. 

If they do, then you must go 

To the city far below. 


Ice worm, mud worm, piece of meat 

Must move quickly with your feet. 

If you don’t, you lose because 

Harbingers will get you with their big, big claws 


City far below? Could that be Land Keep? Marcus scratched his ear with his 
back paw. If Water Keep was under the water, it stood to reason that Land Keep 
could be underground. But what was that about sleeping with the dead? And the 
harbingers with their “big, big claws” didn’t sound any too promising. A 
commotion of raised voices interrupted his thoughts, and Marcus turned to see 
Kyja surrounded by a group of kids her age or a little older. He hurried back to 
see what was going on. 

One of the girls who’d been playing Lusia was eyeing Kyja with obvious 
suspicion. “Why aren’t you in school?” 

“I told you—I’m visiting,” Kyja said falling back a step. The crowd moved 
with her. “With my aunt.” 

A broad-shouldered boy with a jaw that looked like the front of a bulldozer 
leaned forward. “Where’s your brand?” 

“I... don’t need one. My aunt lives here.” 

“Have you been scaled?” asked someone in the crowd. 

“Y-yes,” Kyja stammered. 

“Highbal or lowbal?” demanded the boy with the thick jaw. 

Kyja hesitated. 

“She’s a lowbal,” called the girl. “No lowbals allowed at academy.” 

“Pm not a lowbal,” Kyja said. Things were starting to tum ugly. Marcus 
looked for Riph Raph, hoping he could provide a distraction, but the skyte was 
nowhere to be seen. 

Go, he urged Kyja inside his head. Let’s just get out of here. 

“Prove it,” said the girl. “Prove you’re not a lowbal.” 

“Prove it. Prove it. Prove it,” the kids began chanting. A clump of mud flew 
out of the crowd and hit Kyja in the side of the face. Marcus growled and felt the 
hackles rise up on the back of his neck. 

“That your dog?” the boy sneered. “He’s probably a lowbal too.” The boy 


aimed a kick at Marcus. He tried to dodge it, but the kick caught him on his bad 
right leg, and a yelp of pain escaped his muzzle. 

“Leave him alone!” Kyja shoved the boy backward, and he tripped on the girl 
standing behind him, landing on the ground with a grunt. 

In an instant, the boy was back on his feet—hands clenched into fists. “No 
lowbal pushes me.” He shoved Kyja off her feet. A blast of magic ripped a chunk 
of sod from the ground and smeared mud across the front of Kyja’s face. 

“The lowbal doesn’t deserve to wear a robe,” the girl hissed. She raised her 
hands, and Kyja’s robe began to flutter and slide up past her knees. It was all 
Kyja could do to keep her clothing from pulling off her. 

Marcus knew he couldn’t do magic without giving himself away, so he 
charged forward and bit the girl on the ankle. As she shrieked and fell backward, 
Marcus jumped at the boy who was sending rocks flying at Kyja’s face and body 
as she struggled to hold down her robe. His teeth sank into the meaty part of the 
boy’s calf. 

“Get off me!” the boy screamed. Something slammed against Marcus’s ribs, 
and he felt his grip on the boy slipping. Another blow from one of the kids in the 
crowd, and he was tumbling through the air. 

“Stinking mutt bit me.” The boy looked at the blood dripping down his calf 
and onto his boot then started toward Marcus. 

“Don’t touch him!” Kyja tried to struggle to her feet, but several kids held her 
pinned to the ground. Now nearly all of the children in the school had crowded 
forward to see what the commotion was about. 

Thinking of Chet, Marcus set his feet and bared his teeth. Just because he 
couldn’t use magic didn’t mean he couldn’t fight back. 

The boy pulled up his sleeve, and a second later, a blast of pain shot through 
Marcus’s body. He tried to run forward, but his legs wouldn’t move. 

“Say good-bye to your dog. There won’t even be enough of him left to bury 
when I’m done with him.” 

“Let him go!” Kyja screamed. She scratched at one of the boys holding her; 
he slugged her in the stomach. Marcus growled in rage, and a wall of red flames 
rose up out of the ground. Eyes wide with fear, the boy and his friends backed up 
against the rest of the crowd. The kids who’d been holding Kyja released her and 
moved away as well. The wall that had started a few feet high continued to grow, 
turning from red to green. Five feet, then ten, then twenty. 

“Stop it,” Kyja called. “That’s enough.” 

But Marcus couldn’t stop it. Didn’t even know how he’d started it. This was 
fire magic, and he had no idea how to use fire magic. 

Then, just as quickly as it had arisen, the wall of flames disappeared. 


“What’s going on here?” asked a stern voice. 
Marcus turned to see a Keeper staring down at him. 


Chapter 15 


What You Can’t See 


Well?” the Keeper asked, his eyes glaring at the group. “What is all this 


commotion about?” 

At the Keeper’s stare, the crowd fell back, eyes looking at the ground or off in 
the distance. None dared meet the man’s gaze. Slowly, Kyja got to her feet and 
eased her way through the other boys and girls. 

“Don’t make me ask again,” the Keeper said, his hand going to the silver coil 
at his hip. “I have no time to trifle with you today.” 

“Tt was the girl,” said the boy Marcus had bit. “She says she’s a visitor, but 
she doesn’t have a brand.” 

“She’s a lowbal,” the girl called. 

Kyja pushed her way more quickly through the group, hoping to make an 
escape. The last few feet would leave her exposed, but she had no choice. 
Ducking her head she hurried to the corner of the building, expecting to hear the 
Keeper shout, “Halt!” at any moment. 

“Girl?” the Keeper’s eyes narrowed. “What girl?” 

“There,” the boy pointed to the spot where Kyja had been—then realized she 
was gone. 

Standing out of sight of the Keeper, Kyja waved, trying to catch Marcus’s 
attention. Finally, he noticed her and disappeared in a forest of legs. 

“Where is this girl?” the Keeper roared. Several of the younger children 
began to cry. 

“Hurry,” Kyja mouthed silently. 

“She ... she had a dog,” the boy whimpered, and Marcus made a break for 
the school wall. 

“Come on,” Kyja whispered as Marcus reached her. “We have to leave the 
city now. Where’s the nearest gate?” 

“T don’t know,” Marcus said. “I have no idea what the—bark—gates smell 
like.” 

“This way,” called a voice from above. It was Riph Raph. “Hurry! The 
Keepers are already starting to gather.” 

Running as fast as they could, Marcus and Kyja followed the skyte as he led 


them through alleys and behind buildings. 

“Why did you make the fire so big?” Kyja panted. 

“T don’t know. I didn’t even mean to cast it.” Marcus slipped on a patch of 
wet cobblestones and yipped in pain. “Maybe the snifflers did something to me. I 
don’t seem to have any control over my magic.” His dark little doggy eyes went 
wide. “What if I’d really hurt one of those kids? What if I’d killed one?” 

“Tt was my fault,” Kyja said. “I should have left when things started to go 
wrong. I shouldn’t have let them goad me into a fight.” She wondered if the 
snifflers had somehow taken away Marcus’s ability to control his magic. Not 
being able to start and stop his spells could be as dangerous as having no magic 
at all. Maybe even more. 

“This way,” Riph Raph called, flying into the open. Ahead, Kyja spotted a 
gate like the one they’d entered, but this one had no crowds bustling in and out. 
In fact, there was no one anywhere in sight except for the guards. But there were 
lots of guards—at least ten. Why would there be more guards at this unused gate 
than at the main entrance? 

Marcus skidded to a halt and raised his nose to the air. “Wait!” 

“What is it?” Kyja glanced nervously behind them. How long before the 
Keepers realized where they were and what Marcus was disguised as? 

“We can’t go that way,” Marcus said. “This is the south gate. It leads to the 
swamp.” He sniffed at the air. “There’s something out there.” 

“Hurry up!” Riph Raph called. “If the Keepers warn the guards, you’ll never 
make it.” 

Kyja looked down at Marcus. “What’s out there?” 

“Whatever it is,” Riph Raph said, “it can’t be any worse than the Keepers.” 

Marcus raised his nose to the air again. “I’m not sure. I don’t—ruff— 
recognize the smell. But—” All at once he began to shiver, claws rattling against 
the cobblestones. “I think—I think I’m starting to change.” 

“Come on,” Kyja said, making up her mind. “We have to get outside the 
gate.” 

For a moment, she thought Marcus wouldn’t follow. He whined in a very 
dog-like way, glanced back toward the city, then lowered his head and charged 
after her. 

“Stop!” one of the guards called as they reached the gate. “This isn’t a place 
for kids. Go to one of the other gates.” 

“We can’t.” Kyja looked at Marcus, who was growing more agitated by the 
minute, trembling and yipping. His change had to be close. 

“Why not?” the lead guard asked, studying Marcus closely. “What’s wrong 
with your dog?” 


“The mimicker’s coming!” Riph Raph called from above. 

“Mimicker?” one of the guards said, and they all looked toward the alley 
Marcus and Kyja had just run out of. 

“That’s right,” Kyja nodded, realizing what Riph Raph was up to. “It was in a 
cage, but it got loose.” Several of the guards withdrew their swords. Then a 
stroke of inspiration hit. “The Keepers are right behind it.” 

At the word Keeper, all the guards became noticeably anxious. They turned 
their attention away from Kyja completely. She took advantage of the moment to 
race through the gate. A dirt road led into a grove of tall trees with beards of long 
gray moss. To either side of the road, the ground quickly dropped off to a 
squishy-looking bog filled with a thick forest of trees and bushes. No sooner had 
they escaped sight of the guards than Marcus gave a high-pitched arf and 
changed back into a boy. 

“Whew,” he said, standing shakily on two feet. “That was close.” Although 
he’d changed back, he still looked a little dog-like. Maybe it was the way the tip 
of his tongue poked slightly out of the comer of his mouth, or the way he kept 
flaring his nostrils as though trying to catch a scent. 

“T liked the dog better,” Riph Raph said from the branch of a tree. 

“Definitely more friendly,” said a voice from the swamp. Kyja turned to see 
Cascade leaning against a tree, his feet seeming to float on the surface of a 
puddle of scummy-looking green water. 

Marcus picked up his staff, tugged the ribbon from his neck, and shoved it 
into his pocket. “Thanks for—bark—all your help back there.” 

Cascade ran a hand through his white hair and yawned. “You seemed to have 
it all under control.” 

“T don’t suppose you have any advice on which way we should go?” Kyja 
asked. 

“Tt depends on what your destination is.” 

Marcus scowled. “You know where we want to go.” 

“We want to find Land Keep,” Kyja said. “But at this point, I’d be happy just 
to escape the Keepers.” 

Cascade pointed toward the south gate. “Returning to the city will lead you 
neither to the home of the land elementals nor toward escape.” 

Kyja sighed. She already knew both of those things. “How soon do we have 
before the Keepers reach us?” 

Cascade shook his head, a slight smile on his face. “They are not following 
you.” 

“What?” Riph Raph squawked. “Of course they are.” He soared into the air 
and returned a few seconds later. “He’s right. There are at least twenty Keepers 


back there, but they’re waiting just inside the gate.” 

“I don’t like the sound of that,” Marcus said. 

Kyja didn’t either. But it certainly made their choice easier. She looked down 
the road. It didn’t appear to have been used much. Weeds grew down the middle, 
and the trees and plants encroached from both sides like stretching arms. There 
was no sign of fresh footprints in the dirt, and even the wheel ruts looked as if 
they had been made months, or even years, earlier. 

“T suppose this road must go somewhere,” she said doubtfully. 

Marcus gripped his staff. “If the Keepers want us to go this way, it’s a trap.” 

Kyja agreed but what choice did they have? “What’s through those trees?” 
she asked Cascade, pointing to the left. 

“Swamp,” he answered immediately. 

“That way?” she asked, pointing to the right. 

“Swamp.” 

“Let me guess,” Marcus said. “If we keep going straight we reach swamp, 
too.” 

The Fontasian merely shrugged. 

“We could wait here and try to sneak past the guards at night,” Marcus 
suggested. 

“No,” Kyja said. “The gates close at night. I don’t want to be stuck out here 
after dark. Wherever we’re going to go, we need to do it while we still have 
daylight.” She turned to Riph Raph. “Can you fly ahead and see where this road 
goes?” 

Riph Raph flapped his wings and took off. 

“T still say this is a bad idea,” Marcus said. 

“Do you have any better suggestions?” Kyja asked. 

In answer, he rammed his staff into the dirt and began heading down the road. 

Three hours later, the way had narrowed until it was barely wide enough to be 
called a trail—a little higher than the swamp to either side of it. Kyja and Marcus 
could just walk side by side without brushing up against the dense vegetation 
that clawed for space out of the wet ground. And Kyja had no intention of 
touching any of the plants if she could help it. 

Tall, swaying trees gave way to black-trunked monstrosities. Instead of 
hanging from the branches, gray moss wrapped itself around them until it 
seemed to be oozing out of the bark itself. Beneath the stunted trees, huge ferns 
and spongy-looking reeds grew with a ferocious energy that seemed more animal 
than plant. She had the feeling that if you got too close, those plants would pull 
you into the swamp and devour you. 

As the sun dropped lower in the sky, the cooler air brought out insects that 


buzzed around Marcus and Kyja’s faces, darting about their eyes and into their 
mouths. If they didn’t swat them away, the bugs landed on their arms and legs, 
feasting on warm blood until they flew sluggishly away or burst in the process. 

But the worst part was the sounds. Just out of sight, groans and grunts echoed 
through the twilight. Every so often, the air was split by a deep-throated roar that 
shook the trees and made Kyja and Marcus jump. Then there were the splashes 
that sounded far too big to be made by fish. 

“Any sign of civilization ahead?” Kyja asked, as Riph Raph glided down 
from the sky and landed on her shoulder. 

“Nothing,” the skyte said tiredly. “The sea is off to the right. Between here 
and there are miles of swamp. Straight ahead is nothing but the same.” 

Marcus collapsed to the ground and glared at Cascade. “You led us into this.” 

Cascade studied a bloated-looking frog at the base of a tree. 

“I’m sorry,” Kyja said, sitting beside Marcus. “It’s my fault we’re here.” 

“No. We’ve had enough of spreading blame,” Marcus said. “We’re in this 
together. But I had a bad thought awhile back. If everyone in Aster’s Bay knows 
this road leads into the middle of a swamp, why place guards at the gate?” 

Kyja shrugged. 

“What if it isn’t to keep people out,” Marcus said, “but to keep something else 
from getting in?” 

What kind of something? Kyja wondered. The thought made her shiver. “But 
if they want to keep whatever is in the swamp out, and no one leaves through 
that gate, why have a gate at all?” 

Now it was Marcus’s turn to shiver. “What’s a harbinger?” he asked suddenly. 

“T have no idea,” Kyja said. “Why?” 

Marcus told her about the rhyme the children sang at the school. Kyja sat 
silently for a moment, then said, “I’ve heard songs like that, but nothing about 
harbingers or a city below. Maybe it’s just one of those things kids talk about to 
scare each other, like...” 

“The boogeyman,” Marcus filled in. 

Kyja hadn’t heard of “the boogeyman” but guessed it added up to the same 
thing. “We used to call it Tem Shad, the creature that snuck into your bedroom at 
night and bit off your thumbs if you were bad.” 

“Ouch. It wasn’t a real creature, was it?” 

Kyja tugged the sleeves of her robe. “I didn’t think so back then.” She looked 
at the sun that was now nearly below the horizon, giving the swamp a blood-red 
glow. “It looks like we’re going to have to spend the night here after all. Riph 
Raph, can you fly back and make sure the Keepers aren’t following us?” 

Riph Raph, who had been nearly asleep on Kyja’s shoulder, lifted his head 


and grunted, “Anything to get away from his complaining.” 

“How much food do we have left?” Kyja asked as the skyte disappeared. 

Marcus rooted around in the leather bag they took turns carrying. “It looks 
like—” He stopped and tilted his head. “Did you hear that?” 

“Hear what?” Kyja strained to listen, but the only thing she could make out 
was the buzzing of insects and the croaking of frogs. 

Marcus pulled himself up with his staff. He stared into the trees. “It sounded 
like voices.” 

Kyja listened again. Still she heard nothing. “Are you feeling all right? 
Maybe the charm .. .” 

“There!” Marcus pointed into the trees. “Something’s moving out there. And 
there! And there!” He pointed into several spots of the swamp. 

Kyja jumped to her feet. “What is it?” She looked where Marcus was 
pointing, squinting into the night, but saw nothing. Was this part of what the 
snifflers had done to him? 

“There isn’t anything,” she said, trying to take hold of his shoulder. 

He jerked out of her grip, spinning left and right, his face a pale, terrified 
circle of white. “Can’t you hear them?” he cried. “They’re singing the songs of 
the dead. They’re coming up out of their graves. We have to get out of here.” 

Kyja looked around, almost believing he was seeing something. 

“Run!” Marcus screamed. Clinging to his staff, he hobbled back up the trail. 
“They’re everywhere!” he panted. Eyes wide with terror, he looked over his 
shoulder and stumbled off the trail into the swamp. Instantly, the dark water 
sucked him up to his knees. Marcus raised his hands, muttering something Kyja 
couldn’t understand. Then his mouth dropped open with dismay. “My magic. It’s 
gone.” 

“Come back!” Kyja shouted, pulling at his arm. “Whatever you think you’re 
seeing, it isn’t real.” But if Marcus could hear her, he didn’t show it. 

“Harbingers!” he cried. “Look at their claws. Run Kyja. Run-n-n-n-n!” 

Kyja stumbled into the water and reached for Marcus’s cloak, when 
something jerked him into the air. “No-o-o-o!” he screamed, struggling in the 
clutches of some unseen creature. His staff dropped from his hands, and Kyja 
watched with horror as he was sucked into the trees and out of sight, his cries 
echoing in the darkness until they disappeared completely. 


Chapter 16 


The Swamp 


Anything?” Kyja asked as Riph Raph landed in the branches of a gnarled, 


black tree that looked more dead than alive. 

“Nothing,” the skyte panted, resting his mud-caked wings. 

Kyja yanked her sodden and stinking robes up to her knees and climbed onto 
one of the tree’s lower branches. The bark felt slick, like the rubbery skin of a 
slime-nymph, but it was the only way to get out of the foul water for even a few 
minutes. 

“Your body needs rest,” Cascade said. Although Kyja and even Riph Raph 
were both covered in mud from head to toe, the water elemental looked like he’d 
just stepped out of a pristine lake. “You haven’t slept for two days, and you’ve 
barely eaten. In your current state, you are far more likely to pass out from 
exhaustion than accomplish anything of value.” 

“But I need to find Marcus,” Kyja snapped. She scratched at the hundreds of 
bug bites that covered her skin and peeled mud suckers from her arms and legs. 

Riph Raph snapped a bug out of the air and scraped the dried mud from his 
wings with his rough tongue. “Maybe it’s time to give up. There’s nothing out 
there. Nothing but miles and miles of . . . this.” He waved his tail at the hopeless 
morass before them. 

“We can’t give up,” Kyja said. “We’re the only help he has.” She’d tried 
everything to locate Marcus, including pushing him back to Earth. But somehow, 
he was beyond her reach. She wouldn’t believe he was dead, but the idea kept 
coming back to her that maybe he was. The last thing he’d heard before being 
carried off by whatever attacked him was her doubting him. Now he was alone, 
somewhere in the middle of this endless muck. Maybe injured and in pain—but 
please, alive—and she had no idea whatsoever how to find him. 

Hot tears dripped down her face as she clutched his staff to her chest, running 
her fingers across the surface worn smooth by his hands. “Are you sure you can’t 
find him?” Kyja asked Cascade. “Pll give you anything you ask.” 

“I can protect you from the animals that roam these waters.” The water 
elemental stared down into the dark surface of the muddy water, his eyes 
reflecting its bleak surface. “But Marcus is beyond my sight.” 


“Can you at least tell me if he’s .. . alive?” Kyja cried. “I thought you could 
see everything. I thought that was the power of water magic.” 

“There are places even I cannot see.” 

Kyja slammed her fist against the bark of the tree, cutting her knuckles. 
“Then tell me where Land Keep is. Tell me where the land elementals are so 
they can help me.” 

“I cannot.” 

Kyja could hear the pain in the water elemental’s voice. But that wasn’t good 
enough. No wasn’t a good enough answer. There was a way. There had to be. 
“Where do we search next?” she asked Riph Raph. 

The skyte looked up from licking his wings. “There’s nowhere to look. We’ve 
searched for miles. I haven’t seen any sign of him. Do you really think he’s 
worth all this effort?” 

“T won’t stop.” Kyja felt her eyes begin to droop, so she jumped out of the 
tree to wake herself up. Instantly, her feet sank into the thick goo, and the murky 
water rose nearly to her chest. Using Marcus’s staff to probe the ground ahead, 
she began walking in the direction she thought she’d been headed before she 
stopped to rest. 

“We’ve already covered that area,” Riph Raph said, taking to the air. 

“Then PII cover it again.” Head down, she blinked the sweat out of her eyes 
and took one step at time. She’d keep going for as long as it took. With whatever 
energy she possessed, she would keep searching until she found him or until 
finally she succumbed to the swamp herself. Half asleep, she concentrated on 
taking one step after another, calling out Marcus’s name in a hoarse voice. 

She was so exhausted she nearly walked into a figure that stepped out of the 
trees. With bleary eyes, Kyja looked up at the stick-thin creature with ragged 
clothing and too-long limbs. He was so tall the top of her head barely came to 
his waist. 

“Screech?” Kyja asked, wondering if she was seeing things. She thought that 
surely she’d left him behind when they entered the city. Yet here he was, 
combing his long fingers through his greasy clumps of hair, looking as though he 
wasn’t quite sure whether to stay or run. 

Finally he hunched over so their eyes were nearly on the same level then ran 
his long tongue over the few remaining blackened teeth in his mouth. “I can help 
you find the boy.” 


“Are you sure you know where you’re going?” Kyja asked Screech for what 
felt like the hundredth time. 


The cave trulloch looked over his shoulder and grinned. At least, Kyja 
thought it was supposed to be a grin. With his long, gaunt features and rotten 
teeth, it could just as easily have been a snarl. He stopped, broke a small branch 
off a tree, and lifted it to his nose. “Yes, yes,” he said as though sniffing a 
delicious meal, then pointed with a long, boney finger. “The boy passed this 
way.” 

“T don’t trust him,” Riph Raph whispered into Kyja’s ear. 

Riph Raph didn’t trust anyone—at least, anyone other than Kyja. But that 
didn’t mean he wasn’t right this time. Kyja wasn’t sure she trusted the cave 
trulloch, either. They’d been traveling most of the day and as far as she could 
tell, were wandering aimlessly. Out here, everything looked similar, but she was 
pretty sure they’d passed the same blackened stump at least twice. 

Cascade had been even more silent than normal. The longer they walked, the 
more sullen he became. 

“Are we getting any closer?” she asked. But Screech only gave his 
snaggletoothed smile and pointed ahead. 

“Can you tell if we’re doing anything other than walking in circles?” Kyja 
whispered to Riph Raph. 

The skyte flapped his leathery ears and blinked. “It’s hard to say. Flying up 
there is like flying over the ocean. Everything looks the same in every 
direction.” 

As Screech waded into a thick bank of reeds, Cascade suddenly came to a 
stop. 

“What’s wrong?” Kyja asked. 

The Fontasian planted his hands on his hips. “I stop here.” 

“Why?” Kyja asked. “What do you mean, you stop here?” 

Cascade said nothing, but stood as steadfast and immoveable as a tree. 

“Cascade, you said you’d help me.” 

The water elemental clenched his teeth. 

“Who’s going to protect me from whatever’s out there?” 

“Splash and spray!” he said at last. “Don’t you understand? I can... not go.. 
. with you into this . . . this place.” He spat the words as though Kyja had asked 
him to swim through raw sewage. 

Understanding dawned on Kyja, and with it, new excitement. “It’s Land 
Keep, isn’t it? We’re getting close. That’s why you can’t go any farther. Is it 
some kind of rule? Elementals don’t go into each other’s keeps?” 

Cascade turned away. “I will wait here for you.” 

“Okay.” Kyja leaned forward and hugged the elemental, whose eyes opened 
wide in surprise. “Thank you. Thank you for all your help. I knew you’d get me 


here.” 

“Be careful of the trulloch,” Cascade whispered so silently Kyja could barely 
hear him. “He has reasons of his own for helping you, reasons he is not 
revealing.” 

“TIl be careful,” Kyja whispered back. “Come on,” she said louder, looking 
into Riph Raph’s big yellow eyes. “Let’s find Marcus.” 


Interlude 


An Unexpected Prisoner 


Terra ne Staric 

High Lord Dinslith heard the first faint screams even before he reached the 
end of the dim hallway. He paused in front of the heavy, iron-bound door. His 
legs trembled and his stomach curdled at what awaited him at the bottom of the 
long spiral staircase. 

“My Lord?” The guard standing to the right of the staircase entrance stepped 
forward, but the high lord held out a weathered hand. 

“T will be going down—alone.” At least his voice didn’t tremble. The guard 
on the left responded immediately, removing a chain with a bronze key from 
around his neck and unlocking the door. 

As Dinslith began his descent, the thick, stout wood slab clanged shut behind 
him, and the high lord shivered. The air rising from the depths of the tower 
dungeon carried a dank cold that gnawed at his old bones with sharp, hungry 
teeth. But as he walked the worn stone stairs, it wasn’t the cold that made his 
knees and elbows feel as loose as the limbs of the flip-me-up dolls that 
entertained small children in the square. 

For the last seventeen years, he had ruled as Terra ne Staric’s High Lord. For 
the twelve years before that, he’d been chief arbiter and magistrate. Twenty-nine 
years he’d been part of the leadership of this city. In that time, he could count on 
two hands the number of people he’d sent to the dungeons. The capital of 
Westland had always been an island of peace in a world of turmoil. 

But now, now... 

As the cries grew louder, the steps seemed to grow more slippery beneath his 
feet. He coughed wetly into one fist and ran a hand along the icy wall to keep his 
balance as he descended into the gloomy depths. How had things come to this? 
In the last sixty days, he’d consigned more than a dozen—more than two dozen 
—people he’d thought of as friends to the forsaken chambers beneath the city—a 
city that had always stood for knowledge and understanding. 

“Your Lordship?” The bone-white face that floated out of the darkness 
startled him so that he jerked before recognizing Zentan Dolan staring at him 
from beneath the cowl of his long, white robe. 


“T’m sorry to call you to such a depressing and inhospitable place,” the zentan 
said. “Perhaps it would be better if we discussed matters further in your 
chambers.” Hands that felt too dry and smooth closed around the high lord’s, and 
it was all he could do to keep from tugging his fingers out of the man’s 
unsettling grip. 

“No.” Dinslith swallowed hard. He tried not to let the screams that bounced 
and echoed through the chambers affect him, but he could feel his hands 
bunching into fists. “These are my . . . prisoners.” The word felt strange and out 
of place on his lips. “I will inspect them personally.” 

“As your Lordship wishes,” the zentan murmured, his voice oily smooth. He 
bobbed his head, revealing a hawk-like face and close-cropped gray hair. When 
he raised his head, the cowl covered his features again. 

Dinslith eyed the balanced scales embroidered in gold on the front of the 
man’s otherwise plain, white robe before following the figure as he turned and 
strode deeper into the dungeon. When the Keepers of the Balance had arrived 
two months earlier, warning of treason within the city walls, Dinslith had nearly 
laughed in their faces. The only reasons he hadn’t had them thrown out at once 
were the seeming sincerity of their leader, Zentan Dolan, and the strength of the 
order he represented. 

The Keepers were not as numerous in Westland as they were east of the 
Windlash Mountains or to the northwest in the Borderlands. Most considered 
their odd philosophy of rebalancing magical power—taking it from the 
commoners and redistributing it among the influential—nonsensical drivel. 
Magic wasn’t like water. It couldn’t be poured out of one pitcher and into 
another. 

In the past, the order had kept mostly to themselves, at least in this part of the 
world. Occasionally a lone Keeper would arrive, predicting certain doom and 
warning of the unbalancing of Farworld. Then he would leave, continuing to the 
next town. But lately they’d been popping up more and more. Seeing a zentan 
this far from his sanctuary spoke volumes about how seriously the Keepers took 
their claims. Dinslith had thought it wise not to offend them. 

Still, he’d assumed their stay would be short. A few days. A week at most. 
They would discover their mistake and be on their way. Terra ne Staric was a 
place of learning, a place where people came seeking higher knowledge—not 
some far-flung village where people bowed and scraped to a zealot spouting 
fancy words and nonsensical symbolism. 

Yet within days of the Keepers’ arrival, the zentan uncovered an act of 
betrayal by one of Dinslith’s closest associates. Trinstel Wartwood, a master 
wizard, had been practicing dark magic right inside the tower—an act so vile 


Dinslith wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes. 

He would have granted the man mercy, forgiven him based on their long 
years of friendship. The man was human. He’d made a mistake. But a day later, 
the zentan offered irrefutable proof that Trinstel hadn’t been working alone. 
Rashden, Dinslith’s personal bookkeeper, had been stealing funds. 

To say Dinslith was shocked would be putting it mildly. Rashden, a mouse- 
like man with large ears, was not much to look at, but he was so personable and 
friendly that everyone who met him liked him. He was practically family. He 
would have become a master wizard himself in only a few years. 

Within a week’s time, the high lord—with Zentan Dolan’s assistance—found 
that Master Wartwood and Rashden were working together. Worse, they were, in 
fact, part of a group with designs to overthrow the tower and take control of the 
entire city. 

Walking past the rows of prison cells filled with men squatting on the cold 
stone floors or lying motionless on the filthy straw beds, the high lord tried to 
focus on the men’s crimes and not on their families, who would be going hungry 
without their fathers and husbands. 

As they neared a cramped cell on their left, a prisoner dressed in ragged, gray 
robes threw himself against the bars and screeched, “Heeeeelp meeee!” 

Dinslith stumbled backward, shocked by the man’s ghoulish appearance. For 
a moment he didn’t recognize the dark eyes and gaunt cheeks. When he did, he 
could hardly believe what he saw. 

“Rashden?” he said, unable to accept that this was the bookkeeper he’d sent 
to the dungeon less than a cycle of the moon earlier. 

“T beg of you,” the man wailed, pressing his face into the bars. “Free me from 
this spawn pit!” His bony fingers clung to the iron bars like the claws of a bird. 
Drool ran from the corner of his mouth and splattered on the dusty floor. 

Looking into his former associate’s unfocused gaze, the high lord didn’t think 
the man even recognized who he was talking to. He spun on the zentan, color 
rising in his cheeks. “What have you been doing to this man?” he fumed. “I gave 
you no permission to starve anyone.” 

Zentan Dolan seemed unaffected by the high lord’s outburst. “I have done 
nothing but question him,” he said, his pale brown eyes steady in the dim light. 
“He is your prisoner. Your guards provide him with food and water.” 

“Guard!” Dinslith shouted. “Have you been withholding rations from Rashd 
—that is, from this . . . prisoner?” 

Immediately one of his royal guards appeared. “No, my Lord. He receives 
meals thrice a day, same as all of ’em.” 

Dinslith turned from the guard to study the prisoner, who had collapsed, 


weeping, to the floor of his cell, clawing at solid rock with his fingertips as 
though he thought he could dig his way out. What could turn a man to this in 
only weeks? “Not possible,” he murmured. 

The zentan rested a hand on the high lord’s shoulder. “It is not hunger that 
consumes this man, but the guilt of his crimes. He is eaten by the knowledge 
that, because of his greed for power, he has failed his family, his friends, and his 
city.” 

Dinslith nodded uncertainly. Perhaps Dolan was right. 

“Food cannot fill the emptiness that darkness creates,” the zentan continued. 
“Only when a man forgives himself can he find peace. Only when he learns to 
place his own needs beneath that of others’ will he discover true order inside 
himself. That is why I am here—to help him find an inner balance.” 

“The way a cave bat finds balance with a water skimmer.” The voice that 
spoke out of the darkness was hoarse with exhaustion, but it still cut through the 
screams and cries with a power that caused both the zentan and the high lord to 
turn toward it at once. As if responding to the words, the other prisoners quieted 
their cries or grew silent altogether. 

“Who is that?” the high lord called, thinking the voice sounded familiar, but 
unable to place it. He strode the dungeon hallway, ignoring Zentan Dolan 
tugging at the sleeve of his robe. The hallway ended in a barred door. Beyond 
the door was an empty, roughly circular room. At the other end of the room, 
another barred door fronted a cell large enough to contain a single prisoner. 

Peering across the circular room, the high lord could see a bearded figure 
seated on the floor of the cell, but he couldn’t make out the face. Dinslith tried to 
enter the room to get a better look, but the door was locked. 

“Who is in that cell?” he asked, shaking the bars. 

“Stay away from that prisoner,” the zentan said, trying to pull the high lord 
away from the room. “He is not safe.” 

“Not safe for whom?” the voice asked with a tired chuckle that Dinslith could 
almost remember. The man slowly got to his feet. He favored his right leg as he 
pulled himself up. His shoulders sagged as though he’d carried a great weight for 
a long time, and his hands appeared to tremble as he clutched the bars. Despite 
his condition, he held his head high with the magisterial air of a king or warrior. 

“Am I a danger to the man I instructed when he was but a youngster, entering 
the tower for his first magic lessons? Whom I have stood by and stood up for 
ever since that time? Or am I a danger to you—Zentan.” He spoke the title as 
though it stung his lips like an unripe skyberry. 

With a gasp, the high lord recognized the prisoner. His eyes went wide as his 
mind reeled. It was impossible. This man was supposed to be dead. What was he 


doing locked in the dungeon? 
“Therapass?” 
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Chapter 17 


The End of the Trail 


Kyja smelled it long before she saw it—the stench of rotten eggs, dirty 


socks, swamp gas, and dead fish all mixed together. “What’s that terrible stink?” 

Screech only shrugged and continued pushing through the tall reeds. Riph 
Raph wrapped his ears around the front of his face and squinted his eyes. 
“Whatever it is, it’s nothing we want any part of. We should have stayed behind 
with the water elemental. At least he had the good sense to stop going any 
further into this cesspool.” 

“Well, it can’t get worse,” she said, wiping sweat from her forehead with the 
back of her hand. Covered in muck from head to foot, she felt like a golem made 
entirely of dried clay and swamp gunk. The only good part was that the coating 
kept most of the insects away—probably because they couldn’t tell the 
difference between her and the rest of the swamp. Her robe felt like it weighed a 
hundred pounds, and she was forced to scrape the end of the staff every few 
minutes to keep the mud from clumping. 

As the stench grew stronger, the air started to take on a yellowish tinge, and 
Kyja’s eyes began to water. It was like being trapped in a stable full of rotting 
cow manure. She was about to suggest they take a different route when the reeds 
abruptly ended and she found herself standing in front of a large, open circle of 
bubbling gray mud. 

Obviously this was the origin of the horrible smell. Thick mist rose from the 
mud and hung in a dank yellow cloud above it. The air here was even hotter than 
the rest of the swamp. Every few minutes, a huge bubble rose from the depths of 
the pool, stretched several feet high, then burst with a mucus-like pop that shot 
foul-smelling gunk everywhere. 

Screech came to a halt. “Why are we stopping?” Kyja asked. 

The trulloch crossed his arms. “The trail ends here.” 

Kyja looked down at the gray sludge with the consistency of oatmeal. 
“Whatever took Marcus must have flown across to the other side. We’ Il just have 
to go around.” 

“No,” Screech said. “He did not go across. He went down. In.” 

“Into that?” Kyja stared into the sulfurous pit. Her stomach clenched. If 
Marcus had gone into that, he was dead. Was that why she couldn’t find him? 
Had the creatures that captured him dropped into the middle of that bubbling 
mess, knowing he’d never make it out alive? 

“Creatures carried him down,” Screech repeated, jabbing a finger toward the 
mud. 

“They carried him?” Kyja stepped closer to the churning caldron. There was 
something odd about it. The circle looked too perfect to have been formed 


naturally. At the edge of the pit, her staff clanked against a hard surface. Wiping 
away the muck, she ran her hand across a smooth stone surface nearly a foot 
across. A wall of some kind? 

Tapping with the tip of the staff, she discovered the pool was completely 
enclosed by a barrier. What was it, and how did it get here? 

Nothing about this made sense. Who would wall off a pool of mud and why? 
There had to be something she was missing. Whatever it was, Screech wasn’t 
going to help. The cave trulloch watched impassively as she studied the 
steaming muck. 

“You’ve done all you can,” Riph Raph said, landing near Kyja. “It’s time to 
find a way out.” 

“How many times do I have to tell you? I’m not going until—” 

Kyja stopped mid-sentence. Nearly hidden by the foliage where Riph Raph 
was perched was a Straight edge. “What are you standing on?” she asked, tearing 
away vines and bushes. 

“What? I don’t know. A rock, I guess.” Riph Raph flapped his wings and 
tilted his head. “What does it matter?” 

“No.” Kyja pushed aside a tree branch, revealing a stone surface that was 
clearly man-made. “Look, it’s not a rock. It’s a wall.” 

It was a building of some kind—about ten feet by ten feet. The roof had 
collapsed long ago and the walls had crumbled away, but the floor and several 
stone pillars were still standing. “Look,” she said, pointing out a rectangular 
space that faced the pool. “It’s a door.” 

Scraping away the moss and debris, she discovered a set of stairs leading into 
the mud. 

“Look how the stairs go into the pool. There must have been an entrance here 
at some point.” 

“Maybe there was once,” Riph Raph said. “But there isn’t now.” 

“What if there is some kind of opening down there? A tunnel or something?” 

Riph Raph’s eyes opened wide, and his tail lashed back and forth. “It doesn’t 
matter what’s down there. You can’t go into that mud. If the gas didn’t kill you, 
the heat would. If Marcus is in that, there’s nothing left of him but bones.” 

Kyja’s heart sank. She could feel the heat coming off the boiling surface. It 
would be impossible to find anything inside it before she was overcome by the 
fumes. Regardless, she found herself pulling her robe up above her knees and 
tying it off to free her legs for kicking. 

“No!” Riph Raph wailed. “I won’t let you go. How do you even know 
Marcus is down there at all? Maybe it’s a trick. Maybe the trulloch wants you 
dead for what you did to the unmakers.” 


Kyja paused. Was that possible? Was that what Cascade had been warning her 
of? She tried to read Screech’s eyes, but she could sense nothing behind his 
scarred and haggard face. “Is Marcus down there?” she asked. 

Screech nodded. 

“Is he... alive?” 

The trulloch shrugged his scarecrow-like shoulders. 

It was up to her then. If Marcus had been pulled into that pit, he had to be 
dead. Adding her death to his would only ensure that neither of their worlds 
would be saved from whatever the Dark Circle had in mind. But what chance did 
she have on her own? Could she find the other elementals without Marcus’s 
help? They’d been a team—pulling each other up when they stumbled, adding 
their own strengths to the other’s weaknesses. If she knew for sure Marcus was 
dead, she’d find a way to go on. If there was a chance, any chance at all... 

“I have to try,” she said, tying Marcus’s staff to her back with a length of 
leather cord. “If I don’t ... come back up, get to Terra ne Staric and tell whoever 
you can find that we failed.” 

“This is a really bad idea,” Riph Raph said, eyeing the pea-soup surface. 
“Skytes don’t swim, you know.” 

“Tt’s all right,” Kyja said. “I don’t expect you to come with me.” She walked 
to the edge of the pool. Heat radiated off of it. Already the fumes were making 
her dizzy. If she didn’t go now, she’d lose what little nerve she had. 

Talons latched onto her shoulder. “I always thought I’d die surrounded by 
little grandbaby skytes,” Riph Raph said. 

“Really?” Kyja asked. “I never thought you were the fatherly type.” 

“Maybe not,” he admitted. “But it’d be better than being cooked in a soup.” 
He closed his eyes and pulled his wings tight against his body. “If we’re going to 
do this, let’s get it over with.” 

Turning her head away from the toxic clouds rising from the pool, she took a 
deep breath, turned back, closed her eyes, and jumped. 


Chapter 18 


Descent 


Eyes closed, braced for the heat of the burning caldera, Kyja nearly tripped 


when her feet collided with a hard surface. Her eyes flew open, and she found 
herself teetering on the edge of a narrow staircase. In front of her, past the edge 
of stone stairs, was a wall of bubbling gray mud. 

“Get back!” Riph Raph shouted, tugging at her shoulder and flapping his 
wings. For a moment Kyja thought she was going to fall, then—with the skyte’s 
help—she managed to regain her balance. 

“What happened?” she gasped. Had she somehow missed the pit? No, she 
was Standing in it, chest-high. But the muck had retreated from her, revealing a 
set of curving steps running along the outer wall of the pit and disappearing into 
the molten soup below. 

Where had the staircase come from, and what had made the mud clear away? 
Kyja moved a step up and the mud rose with her, covering the riser she had just 
been standing on. Cautiously, running one hand along the wall of the pit, she 
lowered her foot. The gunk retreated again. She reached toward the center of the 
pit, and her hand disappeared into the gray surface. Yelping with pain, she 
yanked her hand back. Her fingers had gone a bright pink, but the burning wall 
of mud stayed where it was. 

“Did you know about this?” she asked Screech, who was watching her from 
above. 

The cave trulloch shook his head. 

She moved her foot forward, and another step appeared. 

“T don’t like this,” Riph Raph said. 

“Tt’s the entrance,” Kyja said. “It has to be. And it beats drowning and 
burning.” 

Riph Raph shrank against her body, looking at the gray wall with suspicion. 
“Who’s to say we won’t still do both? That stuff could collapse on us any 
minute.” 

“T don’t think so.” Kyja stepped down to the next riser. As her head dropped 
below the surface of the pit, the mud suddenly closed in over the top of them, 
and Riph Raph gave a squawk of terror. Panicked by the darkness, she moved 


back, and the sky reappeared. 

“T told you!” Riph Raph said. “Let’s get out while we can.” 

“No.” She stepped forward, and again the mud closed over the top of them, 
turning everything black. “I think it’s okay,” Kyja said, her voice echoing in the 
darkness. The tight space gave her the unsettling feeling of being buried alive, 
and the air still smelled of rotten eggs, but she didn’t have any trouble breathing. 

“This must lead to Land Keep,” she said, following the curving staircase 
downward. 

“Not exactly a cheery place,” Riph Raph’s voice said next to her ear. 

Water Keep had a wall of mist to keep people out. So it only made sense that 
Land Keep would have something similar. Maybe this secret staircase was 
designed to turn back unwanted visitors. But if so, why have the stairs at all? 
And if the land elementals wanted to keep people away, why send creatures to 
capture Marcus? And why take him and not her? 

Going deeper and deeper into the pitch-black darkness, she came up with no 
answers. Instead, she counted stairs, trying to determine how far underground 
they were. Master Therapass’s study in the Terra ne Staric tower was two 
hundred and eighty steps high. The balcony above that was four hundred and 
eighty. After five-hundred and sixty steps, she and Riph Raph had gone farther 
underground than the entire tower was tall. As she continued to descend, an 
unsettling thought occurred to her. What if the staircase never ended? What if it 
was a trap after all? 

Apparently the same thought had occurred to Riph Raph. “Let’s go back,” he 
said, breathing heavily against her cheek. 

“No,” Kyja concentrated on taking things step by step. But she’d lost count. 
Was she on six or seven hundred? 

“T think the space is getting smaller,” Riph Raph said. 

“Don’t be silly,” she answered. But was it? The wall felt cooler against her 
hand than it had when they started. But the air felt just as hot, and thicker than it 
had above. What if there was only so much oxygen in this bubble of protection? 
What if they used it all up? At the thought, her lungs began to burn, and she 
picked up her pace. 

Once she opened her mind to fear, her imagination took over. Was the mud 
closing in on her? Could she hear sounds in the darkness—what Marcus had 
called the songs of the dead? With each breath, she tried to tell if she was still 
getting enough oxygen. Would she know if she wasn’t, or would she simply pass 
out and die here, far underground where no one would ever find her? 

Without even realizing it, she began running—leaping from step to step, the 
wall brushing past her fingers the only thing that kept her from total panic. She 


might have given in completely to her terror and thrown herself headlong down 
the stairs if it hadn’t been for Riph Raph’s voice. 

“Look there.” 

What was he talking about? There was nothing to see, and no way to see it in 
the pitch black. 

Except it was no longer black. At some point, the total darkness had given 
way to a murky gray without her noticing. And the mud was gone. Turning 
slowly, she saw she was now Standing in a gently sloping tunnel more than twice 
her height, wide enough for eight or nine people to stand side by side on the 
stairs. The air had lost its sulfurous stench, replaced with a musky scent that 
made her think of the Goodnuffs’ barn. 

High up, she saw what had attracted Riph Raph’s attention. It was a picture 
painted directly onto the wall. The image looked like one of the tiny creatures 
Cascade had shown her in the mud from the bottom of the Noble River. But was 
it painted? Squinting in the dim light, it seemed the picture had more depth than 
a painting could possibly have—as though the image had first been carved into 
stone and the color added later. 

“Here’s another one,” Riph Raph called, flying several feet ahead. 

Kyja followed, walking down the stairs to inspect the next image—a painting 
of a plant. The plant itself wasn’t all that spectacular—nothing more than a stem 
and a couple of leaves. But the detail was amazing. It was definitely carved. You 
could almost believe you were seeing the real thing hanging on the wall. 

The farther they moved down the tunnel, the more images appeared on the 
walls. Plants and animals, rocks and streams. Soon, both walls turned into 
continuous carved murals teaming with birds, mammals, fish, snakes, lizards, 
and even humans. Whoever had done this work was an incredibly talented artist. 
She knew the things she was seeing weren’t real, yet they were so life-like she 
could almost smell the blossoms of the silver teardrops and hear the buzz of 
twilight flitters. 

“Look,” she said, pointing to a carving of a skyte soaring above a flock of 
geese. “It’s you, Riph Raph.” 

“My ears aren’t nearly that floppy,” he said, tilting his head. “But it does 
capture the magnificence of my wings.” 

Kyja couldn’t help laughing in delight. Moving down the hallway was like 
strolling through a forest. The tunnel was getting brighter, too. It took her a 
moment to realize the light came from constellations of glittering stars overhead. 
If she hadn’t known better, she’d have sworn she was standing outside and 
looking up at a crystal-clear night sky. She could have spent hours studying the 
walls, but Marcus was down here somewhere, and she needed to make sure he 


was all right. 

Still, she couldn’t take her eyes from the murals as she hurried down the 
steps. It wasn’t until she finally reached the bottom of the staircase that she 
looked ahead and saw what was lying on the cold stone floor in front of her. 

“Oh,” she gasped, her voice small and filled with shock. Her hand went to her 
mouth, and for a moment she let herself hope what she was seeing was only 
another mural. But these were no paintings. Strewn across the floor like toys left 
behind by a distracted child, were one, two, three, four—at least a dozen, she 
counted with growing horror—human skeletons. 


Chapter 19 


Keepers’ Hold 


Are you a vil or a scaler?” Marcus looked up from where he sat with his 


head in his hands. A boy about his age was speaking. 

“No offense intended.” The boy squatted next to him, a rolled rush mat 
tucked under one arm. He looked younger than most of the people Marcus had 
seen down here. The boy must not have been here too long; he didn’t have the 
same pasty, white complexion as the others, and still wore his own clothes, not 
the roughly-woven, gray robes. “You don’t look like a vil—not that I would hold 
it against you if you were. Everyone’s got their own reasons for what they do. 
But if you’re a murderer or something, I’ll keep my distance. No offense.” 

Overhead, the glow lighting most of the enormous cavern was fading. Soon 
the ceiling would turn from yellow to red and finally to a deep, midnight blue 
pricked by the twinkling of millions of fake stars. All across the open stone floor, 
people were preparing to sleep. It would be Marcus’s second night trapped here, 
and he knew from experience that in the morning he’d wake up with the 
beginnings of a pounding headache—the first sign that he needed to get back to 
Earth soon. 

“T’m not a murderer.” 

“Great!” the boy said, unrolling his mat beside Marcus’s. “A word of advice 
—stay away from the vils. Nothing here to steal to speak of, and the harbingers 
don’t allow for no killing—tless they’re the ones doing it, of course. But those 
vils are a nasty group anyway. My name’s Jaklah.” He held out his arm, and 
Marcus bumped elbows with him—the way he’d seen these people greet each 
other. 

“Pm Marcus.” 

The boy stretched out on his mat and pulled off one of his boots. “Harbingers 
do that to your arm and leg?” 

“No. It’s a long story.” 

“Well, Toonuk was a healer in the nother life. He might be able to get you 
fixed up if you ask him nice. It’s good to not be the only new one here. The 
others say that eventually, Pll wish I’d given in, but I’m glad I ran from the 
scaling. How ’bout you?” 


Marcus sighed. Whether they should have let the Keepers scale them seemed 
to be the only thing these people talked about. That, and what they’d done in 
what they called their nother life. “I didn’t commit a crime, and I wasn’t about to 
be scaled. I was running from the Keepers, but I went into the swamp looking 
for a place called Land Keep.” 

Halfway through unlacing his second boot, the boy froze and stared at 
Marcus. “The only people who go into the swamp are vils sent there by the 
Keepers and folks who run into it on their own trying to escape being scaled. 
Nobody goes there lest they have to. You sure you’re not a vil?” 

“Tm not a vil. I’m not even from Aster’s Bay. I’m from . . . well, somewhere 
pretty far away.” 

“Ah, that explains it.” Jaklah relaxed and finished pulling off his boot. 
“Didn’t nobody tell you not to go out the south gate?” 

“They did but we didn’t have a lot of choice.” Marcus rubbed his temples, 
hoping Kyja would think to send him back to Earth soon. From the time the 
harbingers carried him down through the long, black tunnel and dropped him 
here, he’d been expecting the familiar tingling in his stomach. 

“We?” the boy asked. 

“My friend and I. Her name’s Kyja. We were together when those creatures 
grabbed me.” 

Jaklah burst into laughter as if Marcus had told an especially funny joke. 
“You’re twisting my ear, you are. Harbingers take everybody who goes into the 
swamp. Less she wasn’t human. Your friend wasn’t a fairy or something, was 
she?” 

Over the two days that he’d been here, Marcus had given a lot of thought as 
to why the harbingers had taken him and not Kyja. “It has to be because she’s 
immune to magic. The creatures must be magical in some way that keeps them 
from being able to touch her. Or it could be that they can only see people that 
have magic. Kyja doesn’t have any. ” 

“No magic? Never heard of anyone with no magic. That’d be awful. Did the 
snifflers do it?” 

“No, she was born that way.” 

“No magic.” Jaklah shook his head. “That’s why I ran. Keepers were going to 
take my magic. But even they leave you at least a little. Guess I’d kill myself if I 
had no magic.” 

“That’s crazy,” Marcus said. “Magic is cool, but it’s not important enough to 
kill yourself over. You just live with it.” 

Jaklah looked at him as if he’d spoken gibberish. “What’d be the point of 
living without magic? Couldn’t get a job. Couldn’t buy nothing. Nobody’d want 


to marry you or even be your friend for long. You’d be a freak.” 

Freak. Marcus had heard that word directed at him often enough. The more 
time he spent in Farworld, the more he was coming to realize that maybe Kyja 
had heard it just as often. Something else occurred to him—when the harbingers 
attacked, he’d tried to use magic to protect himself. But like a car with no gas, 
when he’d reached for his magic, there was nothing there. He still couldn’t use it 
here. He’d assumed it was the harbingers affecting him. But if what Jaklah was 
saying was true... 

“Can you... use your magic here?” 

“Sure,” Jaklah said. “How else’d they harvest crops and make these robes and 
such? Harbingers won’t let you do anything that looks like causing trouble—or 
like you’re trying to escape. But otherwise, you’re free to do what you want. 
Guess I’d go crazy down here if they didn’t.” 

So the harbingers weren’t keeping him from casting spells. That meant the 
snifflers had done something to him, something that affected his magic. What if 
it didn’t come back? What if his condition was permanent? If he and Kyja 
succeeded in opening a drift, at least she’d be like everyone on Earth. But how 
would he save Farworld with a broken body and no magic? The thought sent his 
heart racing. 

“Tell me about the Keepers,” he said. “What does scaling mean, and what do 
the snifflers have to do with it?” 

Jaklah yawned and lay back on his mat, lacing his hands behind his head. The 
ceiling of the cavern looked indistinguishable from the real night sky. “The 
Keepers of the Balance teach that magic should be put in control of those who 
can use it best. About the time you turn twelve, they come to your house and 
scale you to see how much magic you have and how much you need. They take 
magic from those that don’t need so much and give to those who can use more.” 

“Are those the lowbals and the highbals?” Marcus asked, remembering the 
kids who had tormented Kyja at the academy. 

“Yep. Lowbals are the ones who lose their magic. Highbals are the ones who 
get more. Course, that’s usually the leaders and families with the most money. 
It’s all a big show, if you ask me. Just another way to keep the rest of us down.” 

“But how do they take your magic?” 

Jaklah closed his eyes. “Nobody knows, except it has to do with the snifflers. 
They’re the ones that suck the magic out of one person and give it to another. 
Some folks think the Keepers take a little for themselves, too.” 

That would explain why the one Keeper’s magic had seemed so strong when 
Marcus tried to attack him. “But what if they make a mistake? How do you get 
your magic back?” 


Jaklah was breathing heavily now, his words little more than mumbles. 
“Can’t. Once... taken... never... back.” 

Never? The thought sent icy tendrils into Marcus’s stomach. He couldn’t have 
lost his magic forever. There had to be some way to get it back. 

He was lying on his mat, trying to convince himself that his magic wasn’t 
really gone at all, when a shout arose. “Something’s coming!” cried a voice out 
of the darkness. All around, small lights began to appear as people rolled out of 
their beds. 

“What is it?” a woman shouted. 

“Some kind of monster,” said a man with shoulder-length hair. 

“Help me up.” Marcus woke Jaklah, who pulled him to his feet. Together, the 
two headed over to see what was happening. A group of people crowded near the 
entrance to the cavern. Leaving plenty of distance between themselves and the 
harbingers that kept anyone from escaping, they shined their lights at a lumpish 
figure that shambled slowly toward them. 

“Tt’s a harbinger,” called a girl. “Run!” 

“Tt’s not a harbinger,” said a man toward the front of the crowd. “It doesn’t 
have any claws.” But he fell back a few steps anyway. 

“Can’t be human,” said Jaklah. “Or the harbingers would have brought it in.” 

Jaklah helped Marcus push to the front of the crowd. Whatever the creature 
was, it looked frightening. Brown and lumpy, with long, mud-caked fur, it 
carried a staff and had a weird lump on its shoulder that moved and flipped about 
with each step. It passed through the patrolling harbingers as if they didn’t even 
exist. The creature paused for a moment, looking at the crowd of people, then 
turned and came straight toward him. It raised its arms as though reaching for 
him. 

“Come on,” said Jaklah, pulling him backward. 

But a cracked voice said, “Marcus?” 

Marcus stared at the muddy creature, and the lump on the monster’s shoulder 
fluttered. “I told you we should have left him here.” 

“Kyja!” he shouted, and she ran forward, wrapped her arms around his neck, 
and gave him a loud, muddy, smacking kiss on the cheek. 


Chapter 20 


No Way Out 


Kyja, bathed and dressed in a clean, homespun robe, stood looking around 


the huge, domed cavern. It was still night. For the last few hours, people had 
pestered her with questions about how she got past the harbingers and if there 
was any way she could help them escape. Once they finally accepted it was only 
because she had no magic and that she had no way of helping them, they’d 
drifted off to their beds. She, Marcus, and Jaklah were gathered near the wall of 
one of the few stone buildings. 

“What is this place?” she asked. 

“They call it ‘Keepers’ Hold,’” Marcus told her. “But it’s really just a dressed- 
up prison.” 

“So many people,” she said. There had to be at least a thousand of them 
sleeping out on the wide expanse of stone floor. “They can’t all have been sent 
here by the Keepers of the Balance?” 

“Yes, miss,” said Jaklah, who for some reason wouldn’t meet Kyja’s eyes. 
“We’re all either scalers or vils.” 

“People running from the Keepers so they can keep their magic, or those the 
Keepers consider criminals,” Marcus explained. “Although, I think some of the 
so-called criminals might just be people who spoke out against scaling.” 

Kyja still couldn’t believe there were so many. This had to have been going 
on for decades, at least. “And they’re all from Aster’s Bay?” 

“Oh, no, miss,” said Jaklah. “Those of us from around here know about the 
swamp and the harbingers. So most just give in. But people from away know 
only that the swamp is the one place Keepers won’t hunt you down if you run 
from them. They think the harbingers are just children’s spooks.” 

“But you knew they were real. Why did you run into the swamp anyway?” 

Jaklah scuffed his boots against the floor. “Figured it couldn’t be any worse 
than being scaled.” 

Looking toward the cavern entrance, Kyja still found the harbingers hard to 
believe in. All she could see was a wide, empty space that the people kept a 
healthy distance from. “What do they look like?” she asked. 

“Like something dragged out of the grave,” Marcus said. “White skin covered 


with sores, moss, and toadstools. Their hair grows down to their feet, and it 
streams out behind them when they fly. Most of the time, they’re quiet—unless 
you get too close. Then they start this terrible singing about death and the grave 
that makes you feel like you’re already dead. But the worst part is the claws.” He 
held his good hand above his head, fingers curled. “They’re as long as swords 
and they gleam like bone.” 

“And if you try to leave?” 

Jaklah pointed to the tunnel Kyja had entered through. “Didn’t you see the 
bones?” 

Kyja shivered. “But there has to be some way to escape?” 

“No, miss. You can outrun ’em for a while. They aren’t all that fast. But once 
they see you trying to escape, you’re as good as dead.” 

“Why not just go back up the stairs?” Kyja asked. “If you run fast enough 
couldn’t you stay ahead of them?” 

“Every few years someone gets that idea,” Jaklah said. “I guess folks go crazy 
once they’ve been stuck here long enough. Some of them even make it to the pit 
before the harbingers catch up. But eventually they do. Then they drag the 
prisoner back down before they . . .” He looked at his feet and swallowed. 
“Guess they want everyone to see what happens when you try to run.” 

Kyja thought through such an escape. You could stay ahead in the tunnel, but 
once you reached the spiral staircase, the harbingers could fly straight up to get 
you. You’d lose any lead. The thought of running blindly up all those stairs and 
waiting for bone-white claws to grab you made her go cold all over. “And there 
are no other exits?” 

“Only two,” Jaklah said. “A lot of the people here think one of them used to 
lead out. But that one’s filled with rocks. Harbingers won’t let you near it 
anyway. The other, no one knows exactly what it is. But no one’s ever made it 
through. Vlaxson—he’s the oldest here—says that once, a quick fellow managed 
to make it to the end of that tunnel and back without getting caught. He shouted 
something about a locked door before the harbingers slit his throat.” 

Marcus caught Kyja’s eye, and mouthed the word “jump.” She nodded. If you 
couldn’t go through the doors, it was the only way out. The idea of leaving the 
rest of these people trapped made her sick. But maybe, once she and Marcus had 
gathered all the elementals, they could figure out some way to save these people. 

“T think Kyja and I need to talk alone for awhile,” Marcus said. 

“Sure.” Jaklah started to leave but then turned back, his eyes on the ground. 
“Tf you don’t mind my asking, did you really jump into the pit?” 

Kyja felt herself blushing. So that’s why he wouldn’t look at her. “It wasn’t 
any big thing. I’d probably have jumped back out as soon as I felt how hot it 
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was. 

Riph Raph blinked his big yellow eyes. “Don’t let her fool you. She’d fight 
those harbingers hand-to-hand if she could see them. And Pd be right behind 
her.” 

“Bravest thing I’ve ever heard of,” Jaklah said, his voice filled with 
admiration bordering on awe. 

Marcus grinned. “You should have seen her take on a Summoner all by 
herself. Guess being a freak doesn’t make you useless after all, huh?” 

“T, uh, no.” Jaklah looked as though he were about to burst into tears, and 
Kyja couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. 

“You entered the swamp even though you knew all about the harbingers,” she 
said. “That took a lot of courage too.” 

“Nothing like you,” Jaklah said, but his chest seemed to swell a little anyway. 
Finally daring to look Kyja in the eye, he asked. “Would you mind telling me 
where you’re from? Just in case anyone asks.” 

“Terra ne Staric,” Kyja said. “It’s in Westland, on the other side of the 
Windlash Mountains.” 

“Terra ne Staric,” the boy repeated with something that sounded like fear in 
his voice. “It’s a good thing you’re not back there.” 

“What do you mean?” Kyja bristled. “Terra ne Staric is a wonderful city.” 

“Oh, no offense intended. It’s just . . . that’s where the zentan went.” 

“Zentan?” Marcus asked. “What’s a zentan?” 

“Not what,” the boy said, clasping his hands in front of his chest. “Who. 
Zentan Dolan is the leader of the Keepers of the Balance. He hardly ever leaves 
the sanctuary. But six months ago, he took a group of followers with him. 
Everyone said he was going to a place called Terra ne Staric.” 

“Why?” Kyja asked. She’d never even heard of the Keepers of the Balance 
when she lived there. Was that the man she’d seen riding with the high lord? 

Jaklah wrapped his arms around himself as if the temperate air had suddenly 
gone ice cold. “No one knows. Some people said it was to convert the 
Westlanders. Others said it was to raise an army. There was a rumor that he went 
to retrieve a powerful artifact. But whatever it was, I wouldn’t want to be there 
right now. The rest of the Keepers are bad enough. But the zentan is worse than 
all of them put together. He’s terrible. He started the Keepers hundreds of years 
ago, but he doesn’t even look old. Some people say he’s not human, that he’s 
some kind of monster. I don’t know about that, but I’d rather be here a hundred 
times over than be there when he arrives.” 


Chapter 21 


A Dirty Business 


We've got to get back to Terra ne Staric,” Kyja said. “The zentan had to be 


the one I saw with High Lord Dinslith.” 

Marcus couldn’t help smiling at how she never backed down from anything. 
“Great. I’ ll call a taxi.” 

“I’m serious,” Kyja said. “He’s been there for four months. Anything could 
have happened by now.” 

“So what are you suggesting? That we give up on trying to find the land 
elementals? You said it yourself—he’s been there four months. It would take us 
at least another month to reach Terra ne Staric. And once we do—what then? 
Jaklah said Dolan is some kind of monster. By now he’s probably taken what he 
wanted and left.” 

“So you just want to ignore the whole thing?” 

“No.” Marcus rubbed his neck. He was already starting to feel the aches and 
pains that came from spending too much time on Farworld. “I want to get away 
from the harbingers and then figure out a plan.” He glanced toward the creatures 
patrolling slowly back and forth in front of the entrance, afraid that just 
discussing how to get out of this prison might draw attention. 

“T hate to agree with the feeble-minded one,” Riph Raph said. “But I can’t 
even see those things, and still they give me the shivers. I vote for escaping, 
too.” 

“All right,” Kyja agreed. “But once we’re out of here, we’re going to discuss 
a way to help Terra ne Staric. I think there’s more to the Keepers than we know. 
They’ve got to be working with the Dark Circle somehow.” 

“Deal,” Marcus agreed. He looked to where Jaklah lay curled on his mat, and 
promised himself that somehow he would come back and free him. “Okay. Let’s 
jump.” 

Closing his eyes, he waited for the tug that would push him back to Earth. He 
couldn’t wait to take a breath of fresh air and see a real sky. He didn’t care if it 
was Cloudy, or rainy, or smoggy, or— 

The twisting in his stomach came, and, with it, the falling sensation that 
didn’t even bother him anymore. “Thank goo—” he started to say, reaching for 


Riph Raph and Kyja. But everything was wrong. The words wouldn’t come out 
of his mouth. Weight pressed on him with unbearable force. When he tried to 
scream, something cold and gritty poured into his open mouth, covering his 
tongue, and forcing itself down his throat. 

He couldn’t move; he couldn’t breathe. He tried to open his eyes, but 
everything was dark. Help! he screamed inside his head. Bring me back. Bring 
me back! 

The tugging sensation returned, and he found himself lying on the cold stone 
floor, coughing and gagging. 

“What happened?” Kyja shouted. “What is that all over you?” 

Marcus opened his eyelids; something scratched beneath them like grains of 
sand. For a moment he couldn’t see at all. When his blurry vision returned, he 
went stiff with fear. 

“Don’t move,” he whispered. 

Kyja looked around. “What is it?” 

“Harbingers.” They were everywhere, circling around him, staring at him 
with their black, empty eye sockets. They waved their long claws dangerously 
close, their gumless teeth clacking together as they sang. 


Piercing the dirt, 
There comes a scream, 
From the souls 
Imprisoned there. 


Eternity spent ’neath 
The deep black sod, 
Their sins from life 
To bear. 


Eyes that will never 
See light again, 
Stare through 

The ghastly must. 


Bodies that once 

In the sun would bask, 
Now gather dirt 

And dust. 


Marcus pressed his hands to his ears, trying to block out the song, but it 
seemed to be coming from inside his head. 


Join us. Become one with us. Become one with the land. We can take you. We 
want to take you. 

“N-n-o-o.” Forcing the word from his mouth was like trying to push his 
finger through a keyhole. But once Marcus spoke, the harbingers drifted away. 
Except for one. It stood above him and raised its arms, starlight glinting off its 
long, curved talons. He waited for the blades to slice through him. Then it 
whirled away and joined the others and went back to patrolling the entrance to 
the cavern. 

“Oh, that was close,” he breathed. 

Kyja looked left and right, trying to see the danger, while Riph Raph hunched 
with his wings pulled up around his head. 

“Are they gone?” 

Marcus nodded. “I think they knew I was up to something, but not what. They 
were warning me. If they’d known I was trying to escape .. . Pd be over there 
with rest of the skeletons.” 

“What happened on Earth?” Kyja asked, brushing away the fine, brown 
substance that covered Marcus’s clothes, staff, and body. 

He coughed and spit a brown stream onto the floor. “We forgot where we are. 
When you pushed me, I must have landed a couple hundred feet—” 

“Underground,” Kyja finished. “I sent you underground. I didn’t even think 
of that!” 

“Neither of us did,” Marcus said, shaking dirt out of his robe and combing it 
out of his hair with his fingers. 

“But then how do we get you out of here?” 

Marcus hung his head. “I don’t think we can.” 

Kyja stared at him as if he’d just insulted her. “I’m not going to leave you 
here.” 

“T don’t think you have any choice. You heard Jaklah. There’s no way out.” 

“But if you don’t get back to Earth, you’ll die. What if you close your eyes 
and I lead you out? Maybe if you can’t see them, they can’t hurt you.” 

“T don’t think it works that way.” Marcus took out the ribbon they’d 
purchased in Aster’s Bay and watched the light flicker off the tiny silver charm 
as it swung back and forth. “Someone’s bound to have tried that by now. 
Besides, even with my eyes closed, I can hear them singing.” 

“Then cover your ears,” Kyja said. “You cover your ears and close your eyes, 
and Pll lead you up the stairs.” 

“T’d never make it without my staff, and you can’t carry me. Besides, I can 
hear their song even when I cover my ears.” He didn’t like to give up, but he 
didn’t see any other option. “Even if we made it part way up the stairs we 


couldn’t be sure we’d be above ground on Earth.” 

This adventure had been crazy anyway. Whoever came up with the idea that 
two kids could save their worlds against a force as strong as the Dark Circle 
deserved whatever fate they ended up with. 

“What about the door?” Kyja said suddenly. 

“What door?” 

“The one Jaklah told us about. He said there was a tunnel filled with rocks, 
and another with a door.” 

Riph Raph flapped his ears. “You mean that one that was locked and guarded 
by bloodthirsty creatures with fingernails that could turn us all into dog food?” 

Riph Raph had a way of putting things into perspective, even if he was a 
flying lizard. 

Marcus shook his head. “Jaklah also said the person who made it to the door 
was fast. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m not exactly quick on my feet. 
The harbingers would be on me before I got ten steps.” 

“Then we’ll just have to find a way to get you past them,” Kyja said. 

“Well, let me know when you figure it out.” Marcus started to put the ribbon 
back in his pocket. But Kyja grabbed his wrist. 

“That’s it! That’s how we’ll get you by the harbingers.” 

Marcus stared at her confused, but she snatched the ribbon out of his hand. 

“We’ll use the charm.” 


Chapter 22 


Finding a Reason 


This is crazy,” Marcus said, looking at the charm. “Even the shopkeeper 


said she wasn’t sure how many times it would work, or how long the effects 
would last. Besides, what makes you think a dog would be anything other than a 
smaller target?” 

“They haven’t bothered Riph Raph, have they?” Kyja asked. “The harbingers 
aren’t looking for animals. They’re looking for people. If Riph Raph and I can’t 
even see them, maybe they can’t see us either.” 

Marcus took the ribbon from Kyja and looked at the small silver charm. Did 
he really want to stake his life on a piece of magic jewelry he’d picked up in 
some store? There was still so much they didn’t understand about the harbingers. 
For instance, if he’d really lost his magic, why could he still see them when Kyja 
couldn’t? And how did the Keepers control them? 

“Tt might not last long enough to make it up the stairs,” Kyja said. “But PI 
bet we can make it to the end of the tunnel.” 

“Do you have any ideas about how to get through the locked door if and when 
we manage to reach it?” 

“We’ll figure that out once we get there.” 

Marcus closed the charm in his hand. His options were pretty limited. “Let’s 
say we do manage to get through the door. How do we know we’d be safe on the 
other side? Maybe it’s locked for a reason. Maybe there’s even more harbingers 
behind it. Maybe it’s like a harbinger dinner party, and we’re the main course.” 

“Or maybe it’s the entrance to Land Keep.” 

Marcus hadn’t considered that, and the thought made him sick to his stomach. 
“You think this whole thing is about keeping people away from the land 
elementals? You think the harbingers are their creations? I don’t think I’d want 
the help of someone who could do all this.” 

“So what are you going to do?” Kyja threw her arms wide. “Sit here and wait 
to die?” 

Marcus bit his lip. Kyja’s plan went way beyond risky, but what choice did he 
have? “Let’s go then.” He picked up his staff and got to his feet, trying to ignore 
the pain that raged through his leg. “If we’re going to try this, I’d like to do it 


before everyone wakes up and draws attention to us.” 

And before I lose my nerve, he thought. 

Together, they crossed the cavern, passing several large gardens and the 
stream that provided the cavern with water. Near the mouth of the stream, they 
found the closed-off tunnel Jaklah had described. Boulders filled the entrance 
from floor to ceiling as if an earthquake had piled stones in the tunnel. As they 
passed by, the harbingers watched them closely but made no move to interfere. 

“There it is,” Kyja whispered, pointing to a large archway a little farther 
down. Marcus craned his neck to look at the entrance. The opening was bigger 
than both the tunnel Kyja had come through and the one that was barricaded. 
Matching symbols curved up each side of the arch and met at the top in a pair of 
intersecting circles. 

“Do those markings mean anything to you?” Marcus asked. 

“No.” 

As Jaklah had warned, there were plenty of harbingers protecting the 
entrance. “Well, here goes,” Marcus said, taking the charm from his robe pocket. 
“Tf this doesn’t work, tell the shopkeeper I want my money back.” 

Kyja looked like she was about to say something, then closed her mouth. She 
gestured for Riph Raph to scout ahead and the skyte disappeared into the tunnel. 

A moment after Marcus wrapped the ribbon around his neck and tied it, he 
was looking up at Kyja and sniffing the air. “I can’t see them anymore,” he 
whispered. 

“Don’t say anything until we get through the entrance,” Kyja said. “Just in 
case.” 

She didn’t need to worry about that; Marcus was too scared to speak. His 
mouth felt so dry he couldn’t even swallow. As they approached the tunnel, he 
kept waiting for the harbingers to reappear. But as they made it through the 
archway and nothing happened, his heart slowed back to normal. 

“Tt worked,” Kyja whispered. 

“You didn’t expect it to?” Marcus asked. 

Kyja shrugged. “Let’s just say it’s good to be right,” she said with a nervous 
laugh. 

After a few minutes of walking, Riph Raph returned. “Get a move on,” he 
said. “It’s a long tunnel ending in a pair of big stone doors.” 

“Are they locked?” Marcus asked. 

Riph Raph rolled his eyes. “Do I look like a locksmith to you? I don’t even 
have hands. How should I know?” 

“Let’s go,” Kyja said, breaking into a trot. 

Following her, Marcus wondered what would happen if he started to change 


back before they got through the doors. Would he have enough warning to make 
it out in time? The tunnel sloped slightly downward, curving left and then right. 
Along the walls were images. Some were maps, others diagrams of the 
musculature of animals, or the structures of plant life. The beauty of the images 
didn’t seem to jibe with the harbingers, or the things he’d seen outside. How 
could creatures that seemed to take such an interest in life forms of all types trap 
and kill people so easily? 

Finally, the tunnel turned a corner and they came to the stone doors Riph 
Raph had described. “Look,” Kyja said, pointing to the symbol inlayed in 
glittering gold in the center of each of the smooth stone slabs. Marcus 
recognized the symbol at once—a loop on one end and a square within a square 
on the other—the symbol for land magic. 

“See the Lords of Land,” Kyja murmured. “Beneath the ground they sleep. 
This is it. This is Land Keep.” 

“Open the door,” Marcus said. “I want to talk to these guys.” 

Kyja pushed against the slab. “It won’t budge.” She shoved against the other 
one with her shoulder, but it wouldn’t move either. 

“Look for some kind of secret latch,” Marcus said. He began sniffing along 
the walls and up each door, but the smells were all so old, he couldn’t make 
anything out. He’d have sworn that no one had come this way for years and 
years. 

“Maybe there’s a secret word,” he said, and began trying all the secret words 
he’d ever heard of. “Open sesame. Abracadabra. Hocus pocus. Friend. Open 
up.” 

“Rotten cabbage,” Riph Raph added. “Fried fish. Thirty-seven.” 

“What kind of magic words are those?” Marcus asked. 

Riph Raph flipped his tail. “You try your words; I’ll stick with mine.” 

“What if we knock?” Kyja suggested. 

Marcus and Riph Raph shared an exasperated look. 

“Tt couldn’t hurt,” Marcus said, although he seriously doubted it would be that 
easy. But time was passing, and he didn’t have any better idea. 

Taking a deep breath, Kyja made a fist, raised her arm, and pounded on the 
left door. Instantly a booming voice answered. 

“Who wishes to enter Land Keep?” 

Kyja smirked at Marcus and answered, “Kyja, Marcus, and Riph Raph.” 

“What do you seek?” the voice echoed off the tunnel walls. 

Kyja glanced back at Marcus and mouthed, “Land elementals?” 

Marcus gave a quick bob of his head. 

“We seek to meet with the land elementals,” she answered. When there was 


no response, she added, “We’re trying to save Farworld from the Dark Circle.” 

“You may not enter,” the voice said. 

“What?” Marcus barked. “That’s—ruff—crazy! What do you mean we can’t 
enter?” 

Kyja frowned and put a finger to her lips. “I’m sorry to bother you. I’m sure 
you’re really busy, and all that. But if we could just take a minute or two of your 
time, we’d really appreciate it.” 

“What do you seek?” the voice repeated. 

Kyja raised her hands in a what-now? gesture. 

Marcus coughed to clear his voice. “We seek to meet with the land 
elementals.” 

There was no response. 

“To get, um, their help in opening a drift,” he added. 

“You may not enter,” the voice said. 

“Why not?” Kyja asked. But the voice didn’t answer. 

“Maybe it’s some kind of puzzle,” Marcus said. “What would you come to 
Land Keep to seek?” 

“Land magic?” Kyja suggested. 

“Great idea!” Marcus said. “We come seeking land magic.” 

“You may not enter.” 

“This is—bark—stupid,” Marcus said. 

“We come seeking tasty fish,” Riph Raph tried. 

“You may not enter.” 

“We come seeking help?” Kyja said. 

“You may not enter.” 

It’s like we’re stuck in some kind of loop, Marcus thought. For the next ten 
minutes, they tried answering everything they could think of. Safety, protection, 
help, assistance, directions, training, food, the way to open the door. All of their 
tries resulted in the same response. It was maddening, and time was running out 
on his dog charm. Marcus began to grow desperate with each new failure. Were 
the harbingers nearby waiting for him to turn back to a human so they could 
attack? 

“There has to be something we’re missing,” Kyja said as she and Marcus 
huddled a few feet from the door. 

“But what?” he asked. Both looked back at the entrance. 

“Tf only there were some kind of instructions,” Kyja said. 

“That would kind of defeat the—bark—purpose of the secret, wouldn’t it?” 

“But why have a secret at all?” Kyja slapped her palm against the cold floor. 
“None of this makes sense. Why have a hidden staircase if the harbingers bring 


everyone who enters the swamp here anyway? And why have a doorway into 
Land Keep at all if the harbingers won’t let anyone go through it? There has to 
be something obvious. Something we’re missing.” 

“T don’t—” Marcus jerked his head around and looked back into the tunnel. 

“What is it?” Kyja asked following his gaze. 

“Pm not sure,” Marcus said. “I thought I saw something move out of the 
corner of my eye. But when I looked, there was nothing.” 

He sniffed the air. There was no smell, and yet . . . Again he thought he saw 
movement. But when he turned, the hallway was empty. “Maybe we’d better go 
back.” 

“Okay.” Kyja nodded. “We can try again later, after the charm has a chance to 
recharge.” 

Marcus took a step then yipped in fear. His body tingled all over, and 
suddenly the harbingers started to reappear, blinking in and out like the picture 
on a bad television. “It’s too late!” he shouted. “I’m changing back.” 

“Run!” Kyja screamed. He’d never make it. He wasn’t sure the harbingers 
could see him yet, but they seemed to sense something. There were at least three 
fading in and out of view with each tremor of his body. But more were coming 
down the hallway toward them. 

“We’ve got—arf—to get in that door,” he cried as his body began to shudder. 

“Let us in! Please.” Kyja pounded on the door. “You have to help us.” 

“What do you seek?” The voice was exactly the same, as if something terrible 
wasn’t about to happen just outside the door. 

“What do you want me to say?” Kyja screamed at the door, pounding her 
hands against its relentless surface. “You’re all a bunch of fakes with your 
pictures and maps and stars. You pretend that you care, but you don’t.” 

Marcus fell onto his side, his legs kicking and his body shivering 
uncontrollably. More harbingers were coming, staying in focus longer and 
looking in his direction. 

Pictures, he thought. The answer has to have something to do with the 
pictures. They reminded him of the kinds of things you saw in museums and 
books. The kinds of things you saw in— 

He had it. The kinds of things you saw in school! That’s what the pictures and 
maps reminded him of. They reminded him of school. And why did you go to 
school? 

“To learn!” he shouted. “We’re here to learn.” 

At once, the stone doors groaned and began to swing inward. Dust swirled 
about the entrance, as though the doors hadn’t been opened in hundreds of years. 
At the same time, Marcus’s body gave one last convulsive heave, and he was 


human again. 

As one, the harbingers turned toward him, their teeth clacking in unison. 
“Kill, kill, kill.” 

“No.” Marcus raised his staff to try and block the falling claws, and 
something grabbed him from behind. 

“Come on,” Kyja sobbed. “Get through the door.” 

Marcus pushed his feet against the stone floor as Kyja tugged at him. A razor- 
sharp talon swung toward his neck as Kyja gave a hard tug. The claw struck, and 
for a moment he thought it had imbedded itself in his neck. Then the ribbon 
dropped to the floor—sliced as cleanly as if it had been cut with a pair of 
scissors—and he was rolling through the doorway. 


Chapter 23 


Knowledge 


Even after the doors had closed, Kyja and Marcus lay on the ground, 


panting and staring at the entrance—waiting for the harbingers to find a way 
through. It wasn’t until several minutes had passed, and they realized they were 
really safe, that they turned and saw what was behind them. 

“A tree,” Kyja said, her voice filled with wonder. 

“A supercomputer,” Marcus said at the same time. 

They looked at one another and then turned again to gape up at the majestic 
edifice in front of them. At the center of the room, two planes of silver-tinted 
glass as wide as city streets spiraled about each other, rising into the air like 
great, twin staircases that rose so high Kyja couldn’t see the top. Starting about 
fifty feet up, ramps of the same silvery substance arched out from the central 
pillar, splitting and re-splitting into walkways—the smallest of which looked 
barely wide enough for two people to stand side by side. They really did seem 
like branches of an enormous glass tree, even more so because each branch 
ended in what appeared to be thick bunches of golden leaves. 

Beneath the tree, sparks of yellow and blue light raced across the gleaming 
black floor, curved up the spirals like shooting stars, and flowed out onto the 
branches until they disappeared into one group of leaves or another. 

“Tt’s like electricity or data or something,” Marcus whispered, watching the 
sparks flow up the tree. 

Having seen Water Keep, with its graceful floating towers and fountains, 
Kyja had expected Land Keep to be similar. But this didn’t look like a city at all. 
Unlike the buildings of the water elementals, which were constantly in motion, 
seemingly about to change with the whim of every wave, this had a feeling of 
permanence—as if it had grown over thousands of years instead of being built at 
all. 

She searched the immense space for some sign of houses, but the tree seemed 
to be the only structure. Was it a city, then? Was this where the land elementals 
lived? Other than the lights, she couldn’t see anything moving along any of the 
walkways. 

“Where is everyone?” Marcus asked, echoing her thoughts. 


“Look up there.” Riph Raph pointed his tail at something bright and glittering 
floating down from the branches of the tree. At first Kyja thought it was one of 
the leaves, but as it came closer, she realized it was a cloud of shiny, gold 
particles. 

“Tt looks like fairy dust,” Marcus said under his breath. 

The cloud stopped a few feet in front of them. Rotating slowly in the air, the 
particles swirled in a pattern that looked a little like a shimmering, tilted, figure 
eight. 

“What information may I help you locate?” asked a tinkling voice. 

“Are you a land elemental?” Marcus asked. 

The cloud flashed briefly. “I am a knowledge illuminator. What information 
may I help you locate?” 

Remembering their experience at the door, Kyja wondered if this was another 
trick. Choosing her words carefully, she said, “I’d like to find information about 
the location of the land elementals, please.” 

The cloud flashed again, and Kyja and Marcus found themselves gliding 
toward the base of the tree. “Whoaaaa!” Marcus called, holding out his arms. 
“Tt’s like one of those moving walkways they have at the airport.” 

Kyja didn’t know what a moving walkway was, but something seemed to push 
them forward, or maybe the ground itself was moving. As they reached the tree 
and began to ascend one of the two spirals, air blew past her face, but there was 
no other sense of movement—none of the friction she would expect to feel 
sliding across the surface of the ramp, and no sign that the floor was moving. It 
was a little like flying, except that her feet were still touching the floor. 
Whatever it was, her immunity to magic didn’t seem to affect it. 

“Look at me,” Marcus said, turning sideways and holding out one arm. “I’m 
surfing.” 

Kyja didn’t know what surfing was either, but she smiled a little, allowing 
herself to enjoy the ride as they circled around and around. Still, she couldn’t 
shake the feeling that something was wrong. 

“Not scared of heights, are you?” Marcus asked as, about a third of the way 
up the tree, they glided off the main ramp and onto one of the narrower 
walkways. 

She was scared of heights, and looking down at the black floor far below— 
with no barriers between her and a fall of at least a hundred feet—made her step 
back from the edge of the walkway. A moment later, they slid onto a flat, round 
platform and came to a stop. Lying on a dais at the center of the platform was 
one of the golden leaves. It was much bigger and thicker than it had looked from 
below. In fact, now that she was up close, it looked more like a stack of leaves. A 


stack of thin flat leaves pressed together like— 

“Tt’s a book,” she said, lifting up the cover. She looked up at the tree and 
suddenly felt a little woozy. How many leaves were there? On this platform 
alone there had to be at least several thousand. And on the entire tree? Millions 
—maybe hundreds of millions. Hundreds of millions of golden leaves, and each 
one a book? 

“This is a library, isn’t it? This whole thing is a giant library.” 

The golden cloud flashed. “This is Land Keep, the repository of all 
knowledge.” 

All knowledge. Kyja’s head spun. She’d seen libraries, of course. The tower in 
Terra ne Staric had the best library in all of Westland. But compared to this, it 
was nothing. 

“Look at this,” Marcus said, pointing at the first page of the book. “It says 
that Land Keep was created by the land elementals as a way to share everything 
they’d learned with the rest of the world.” 

Kyja looked where Marcus was pointing and read along. There was a great 
deal of information on how every new piece of data was collected, gathered, and 
catalogued to be shared with anyone seeking knowledge. Turning the pages, she 
saw several diagrams of how the library was laid out. 

“The flashes of light,” Kyja said. “That’s information being fed directly into 
the books. Everything new that happens is updated immediately. It comes right 
from the land itself, from the plants, and animals, and—” 

“This doesn’t make sense,” Marcus said, flipping the page. “Isn’t that the 
staircase you came down?” he jabbed a diagram with his finger, and the image 
suddenly came to life. A miniature spiral staircase rose from the page carrying 
people down to the tunnel below, the same way Marcus and Kyja were carried 
up in the tree. 

“Where’s the muddy pit?” Kyja asked. She turned the page, erasing the 
Staircase, and another image appeared. It showed a group of fairies leading 
people down the tunnel and into Land Keep. In the picture, the open area which 
now housed all the people captured from the swamp was filled with men and 
women, boys and girls. The room had beautiful gardens and flowing streams. 
Everyone was reading and studying from the big, gold books. 

Marcus pointed to the caption under the picture. “This says harbingers are 
little fairy creatures. That’s a lie! Harbingers look nothing like that.” 

“Is the book wrong?” Kyja asked the knowledge illuminator. “Or did the 
harbingers turn into monsters somehow?” 

The cloud flashed, and the pages flipped to the back of the book. 

Marcus scanned the page. “They didn’t change on their own. The Dark Circle 


changed them. According to this, the Dark Circle corrupted the harbingers, 
blasted the exit tunnel, and filled the pit with mud over a thousand years ago. By 
turning the harbingers into monsters, they made sure people would stay out of 
the swamp.” 

“They didn’t want anyone to enter the library,” Kyja said. 

Marcus turned to the last page. “The Keepers of the Balance discovered the 
harbingers two hundred years ago and turned the library into a prison.” 

“Why would the land elementals allow that?” Kyja turned to the knowledge 
illuminator. “And where is everyone else?” 

“There are no others seeking knowledge at this time,” the cloud answered. 

“No one?” Marcus said. “This is kind of creepy, like walking through a closed 
amusement park.” 

“When was the last time someone came seeking knowledge?” Kyja asked. 

“Before yourselves, the last knowledge seeker arrived one thousand twenty 
years, seven months, six days, and two hours ago.” 

Marcus whistled. “Holy cow!” 

“But what about the land elementals?” Kyja asked. “They must show up to 
make sure everything’s running all right.” 

The glowing cloud blinked off and on, blinked again, and a third time. At last 
the knowledge illuminator said. “The record of the last land elementals in Land 
Keep dates three thousand, six hundred seventy-seven years, three months, 
twelve days, and nineteen hours ago. There have been no land elementals here 
since that time.” 


Chapter 24 


The Doors of Eternity 


That can’t be!” Kyja said. “Yeah, what do you mean?” Marcus demanded of 


the cloud, slamming the book closed. “Where did they go?” 

“T’m sorry. That information is not accessible.” 

“Are you saying the information isn’t somewhere in one of these books?” 
Kyja asked. “Or that you won’t show us where it is?” 

The knowledge illuminator flashed. “I am unable to locate the information 
you requested within my base of knowledge.” 

“Sounds slippery to me,” Riph Raph said. 

“Does it matter?” Marcus looked at the millions of books spread around them. 
“Even if it is here, we could search for years and not find the right book on our 
own.” 

“Ts there any kind of index?” Kyja asked the cloud. “A place we could look 
up what’s in all of these books?” 

“T am a knowledge illuminator. That is my function,” the cloud said. “What 
information do you seek?” 

Marcus rolled his eyes. This was going nowhere fast. 

Apparently Kyja wasn’t ready to give up. “Are there other knowledge 
illuminators besides you?” 

“There are as many knowledge illuminators as are needed to serve the seekers 
of knowledge,” the cloud said. 

“Do any of the others have access you don’t? Is it possible one of them could 
tell us where the land elementals went?” 

“All knowledge illuminators share the same knowledge base.” 

Marcus rubbed a hand across his forehead; it came away damp with sweat. 
He was starting to run a fever. “We have to find a way out of here,” he said to 
Kyja. “I’ve got to get back to Earth soon, and you look even more tired than I 
feel.” 

“How do we get out of Land Keep?” Kyja asked. 

“There are three exits from Land Keep,” the cloud said. “The first is the 
doorway through which you entered.” 

“No thanks,” Marcus said. 


“What about the second?” Kyja asked. 

“The second exit is through the doors of eternity.” 

“That sounds interesting,” Marcus said. Suddenly an idea occurred to him. 
“When the last land elementals left, which exit did they take?” 

He was sure that information would be “inaccessible” as well. But the cloud 
said, “The last land elementals left through the doors of eternity.” 

“Perfect!” Marcus punched a fist in the air. “Take us there.” 

Instantly, the book they’d been reading flew back to join the others, and they 
were whisked backed down the narrow walkway. 

“Where do the doors of eternity lead?” Kyja asked, keeping her eyes fixed 
straight ahead. 

“I’m sorry,” the cloud answered. “That information is inaccessible.” 

“Figures,” Marcus said. “But who cares where the door goes as long as it gets 
us to the land elementals? I say we try it.” 

Kyja ran the tip of her tongue across her lips. “I don’t know. The doors of 
eternity sounds sort of ominous.” 

“Marcus wants to see what’s through the doors,” Riph Raph said. “How about 
he goes first, and comes back and tells us how eternity was?” 

“Tm not saying any of us should go alone,” Kyja said. “I’m just saying we 
might want to use a little caution.” 

The walkway they were on joined with the main spiral, and once more they 
glided up into the tree. Soon, they were so high that the view to the ground was 
completely blocked by walkways and leaves. 

“Hey, what’s that?” Marcus asked, looking up. They were nearly to the top of 
the silver ramps. He pointed at something that, until now, had been hidden by 
branches. It looked like a huge black, upside-down pyramid. Between the tip of 
the pyramid and the top of the ramps was a pair of linked circles—one vertical, 
the other horizontal, intersecting at ninety degree angles with each other like the 
outside of a large gyroscope. A white platform filled the horizontal circle. 

“A door,” Kyja said as they came to a stop in front of the platform. 

“A door to nowhere,” Marcus said. He limped onto the platform and looked at 
the simple silver door set in the exact middle. Above it was the pyramid. Below 
it was the library tree. But the door itself just stood there, leading nowhere. He 
went to the other side, grimacing at the pain in his hip. The back of the door—or 
was it the front?—was painted black. Other than that, it looked exactly the same 
as the other side. 

“This is the door of eternity?” he asked. 

The cloud did not respond. 

“How does it work?” Kyja asked. 


“Tm sorry—” 

“Right,” Marcus said. “That information is inaccessible.” He put a hand on 
the doorknob. It didn’t feel especially warm or cold, just like a plain, old 
doorknob. 

“Wait,” Kyja said, grabbing his shoulder, “let’s think about this for a minute.” 

“What’s there to think about?” Marcus asked. His head was beginning to 
pound. “I don’t know how the land elementals managed to leave through this, 
but I’m willing to give it a try to find them.” 

“What if it’s a trap?” she said. “Let me go first.” 

“Why you?” Riph Raph said. “This was his idea. Let him go.” 

“Why would they trap the door?” Marcus asked. “Besides, if something 
happens, I’d rather have it happen to me.” 

“But I’m immune to magic.” Kyja took his hand and stepped up to the door. 
“Hang on to me in case I get sucked in or something.” 

“Fine. But I think this is a complete waste of time. It’s just another dead end,” 
he said, looking back at the knowledge illuminator. Still, he gripped Kyja’s hand 
tightly as she turned the knob. Carefully she pulled the door open and looked 
through. All they saw was the other side of the platform. 

“See?” Marcus said. “Nothing.” 

“Maybe you have to actually enter it,’ Kyja said. An inch at a time, she 
pushed her hand into the doorway. Nothing happened. She walked completely 
through. Nothing. 

“Great joke,” Marcus said to the cloud. “Where’s the real door of eternity?” 

“These are the doors of eternity,” the cloud said. 

“Let’s try it from the other side.” Kyja closed the door and walked to the 
black side. Taking Marcus’s hand once more, she cracked the door open—an 
inch and then two. She walked completely through again. 

“Let me try,” Marcus said. “Maybe it’s not working for you because it’s 
magic.” They changed hands, and he took hold of the knob. He’d joked around 
when Kyja was trying it, but as he gripped the metal knob, his heart began to 
pound. What if he opened the door and some huge monster leaped out at him? 
What if it was a room filled with harbingers? 

“Are you okay?” Kyja asked. 

“Yeah.” He licked his lips, took a deep breath, and jerked the door open with 
one quick lunge. Through the door he saw . . . the other side of the platform. “I 
think your door is busted,” he said to the knowledge illuminator. He opened the 
door and closed it. First from one side and then the other. He tried knocking. He 
tried magic words. Every time he opened the door, all he saw was the other side. 

“Are you sure you don’t know how this works?” Kyja asked. 


“Pm sorry,” the knowledge illuminator said. “I do not have access to that 
information.” 

“Well, who does?” Kyja asked, stomping her foot. “Isn’t there anyone who 
has more information than you do in Land Keep?” 

The knowledge illuminator flashed once. “The Augur Well,” answered the 
tinkling voice. “The third exit.” 


Chapter 25 


The Augur Well 


Have you found anything useful about the well?” Marcus asked, resting on 


the floor of another branch. 

Kyja paged through the thin, gold book the knowledge illuminator had lain 
before them. “There’s not a lot of information,” she said. All she’d been able to 
glean from the sparse pages was that the Augur Well was some sort of oracle or 
prophet. 

“Tt says here that land elemental acolytes went on a quest to seek the Augur 
Well as part of becoming full-fledged elementals. But there’s nothing about what 
the quest was, how the Augur Well helped them once they reached it, or even if 
humans are allowed to search for it.” If she’d come across this kind of book in 
the library at Terra ne Staric, she’d probably have assumed the whole thing was a 
myth. Then again, until she’d met Marcus, she’d assumed the elementals 
themselves were a myth. 

“You don’t have anything else?” Marcus asked the cloud. “Like maybe maps 
or journals from the land elementals who found the well?” 

“This is the only volume concerning the Augur Well,” the knowledge 
illuminator said. 

“You really haven’t given us much information on the land elementals,” he 
said. “Just things they’ve done or places they’ve been. Do you have any pictures 
of what they look like?” 

“T’m sorry. I do not have access to that information.” 

Marcus rubbed the back of his neck and groaned. “You know, you really don’t 
have to go through that whole, ‘I’m sorry, I don’t have access’ routine every 
time you don’t have an answer. You can just say, ‘No.’” 

“What about the other elementals?” Kyja asked. “Fire and air especially. Do 
you have anything here about them? It would be nice to know once we get out of 
here.” 

The knowledge illuminator flashed. “No.” 

“Looks like we search for the Augur Well.” Marcus pulled himself to his feet 
and leaned against the pedestal. Kyja noticed that, more and more, he was 
leaning or sitting every chance he got—as if standing was too painful, or too 


tiring, or both. 

“Okay,” Kyja said to the illuminator. “Take us to the exit that leads to the 
Augur Well.” 

As they glided down the spiral ramp, Kyja tried to think of how to bring up 
something she knew wouldn’t go over well with Marcus. Deciding there was no 
easy way to do it, she swallowed and said, “I don’t think both of us can go 
looking for the Augur Well. 

“Huh?” Marcus frowned. Apparently the thought hadn’t occurred to him. 
That would make this even more difficult. 

“The book said that reaching the Augur Well was some sort of test for 
acolytes to pass before they could become real elementals. It doesn’t sound like 
something they’d let two people work on together.” 

Marcus nodded slowly. “Okay, good point. I hadn’t thought of that. P1 search 
for the well while you and Riph Raph return to the swamp, since it’s safe for you 
two to go back through the tunnels. If I’m not back in two days, go on without 
me. By now, the Keepers probably think we’ve both been captured by the 
harbingers, so you should have a pretty good chance of sneaking into the city.” 

Kyja bit her lip. “I don’t think you should be the one to go.” 

“What?” Marcus exploded. “This is my problem. I’m the one who’s stuck 
here. Of course I should be the one to go.” 

“This isn’t just about you. If anything happens to either of us, itll affect both 
of our worlds. We want to save both Earth and Farworld from the Dark Circle, 
but we can’t save either if we don’t open the drift. And that means finding a land 
elemental to help us.” Kyja knew how much the rest of what she had to say 
would hurt Marcus, but there was no way around it. “I think I have the best 
chance of doing this.” 

Marcus glared at her, his jaws clenched. “Why? Because I’m crippled?” 

“Tt’s not just that,” Kyja said, unable to meet his eyes. “You’re sick. Don’t 
you think I’ve noticed how flushed you are? How even your good leg starts to 
tremble after you’ve been standing for very long? Who knows how long this 
quest might take or what it involves. What if you have to climb a mountain or 
something?” 

When Marcus refused to answer, she wondered if she’d gone too far. Marcus 
was tough. Tougher than she was, when it came down to it, and she considered 
herself strong. But he’d been away from Earth for too long. Whatever the 
snifflers had done to him seemed to have sped up his deterioration here in 
Farworld. 

She knew how awful it felt to have people judge you for something you 
couldn’t do through no fault of your own. But the truth was, in his current 


condition, Marcus wasn’t up to something like this. 

“What if the test requires magic?” he said at last. There was something in his 
voice Kyja didn’t recognize. Something she didn’t like. She tried to see what he 
was thinking, but he wouldn’t look at her. 

“Then Pl just have to find some way around it. I’ve spent my whole life 
doing that, so it’s not like it’ll be a new experience.” 

She expected Marcus to put up more of a fight. When he simply dropped his 
chin and said, “Take Riph Raph with you. Maybe animals don’t count,” she 
worried even more. She needed to find the Augur Well as quickly as she could 
then get Marcus back to Earth. 

“We are here,” the knowledge illuminator said. 

So far, nothing in Land Keep had been what she’d expected. But this might 
have been the biggest shock of all. The entrance to the Augur Well was a simple 
wooden door. Splintered and rough-looking with a worn leather pull, it could 
have been the door to a modest cottage or even the side entrance to a barn. The 
only unusual things at all were the clumsily inscribed images of a mouth and an 
ear that looked like they might have been carved into the door many years earlier 
by someone without much talent, maybe a child. 

Kyja turned to the glowing cloud, confused. “What am I supposed to do?” 

“Open the door,” the tinkling voice answered with what sounded almost like 
amusement. 

“That’s all?” 

“That’s all.” 

Kyja studied Marcus, hoping he was going to be all right. “Maybe Riph Raph 
should stay with you.” 

Marcus and the skyte looked at each other and both shook their heads. “He’d 
just get in my way,” Marcus said. “Pll read up on Trill Stones or something. 
Maybe by the time you get back, I’ll be able to beat you.” 

“I wouldn’t count on it.” Kyja leaned forward and wrapped her arms around 
him. For a moment he resisted her. But finally she felt him hug her back, and a 
sense of warm relief filled her chest. 

“Be safe,” he said. 

“T will.” She turned to Riph Raph. “Hang on tight to my shoulder,” she told 
him as she faced the door. Then to the illuminator, “Just pull?” 

The knowledge illuminator flashed. “Just pull.” 

Taking the leather strap in her hand, she glanced back at Marcus, wishing 
there were something more she could say. She finally settled on, “Wish me 
luck.” 

“Good luck,” Marcus said. 


Riph Raph tightened his claws into the cloth of her robe. “Why couldn’t I 
have been rescued by a girl who plays with dolls?” 
Kyja pulled on the door, and everything around her disappeared. 


Chapter 26 


Mr. Z 


Kyja found herself standing in a dusty study filled with piles and piles of 


books. Shelves of them lined every wall of the small room. They were not the 
gold, leaf-shaped books from Land Keep, but tattered tomes with missing covers 
and broken spines that looked as though they had been literally read to pieces. 
The only visible piece of furniture was a large, wooden desk buried beneath 
more leather-bound stacks. 

“Where are we?” asked a voice from behind her. 

“Marcus?” She spun around and inadvertently knocked over a tall pile. Books 
clattered everywhere, including onto Marcus, who was sitting on the floor, his 
staff gripped in one hand. 

“Watch out,” he said, fending off several of the larger volumes with one arm. 

“How did you get here?” Kyja tried to pull books off of him, while at the 
same time not upsetting any of the other tottering collections. 

“Not sure,” he said, pushing himself to his feet. “One minute I was watching 
you open the door, and the next minute I was here. Where’s Riph Raph?” 

Kyja realized she couldn’t feel the skyte’s talons on her shoulder. Had he been 
left behind? 

“Quiet, you two,” said a squeaky voice. “Things are about to begin.” 

Two large piles of books slid aside on the desk, and Kyja found herself 
looking at a tiny man with a blob of a nose and enormous red ears. The man was 
wearing a pair of gold-framed glasses too big for his face, a long, black coat, and 
a battered felt hat that looked dangerously close to falling off his head. He 
perched at the top of a tower of books that wobbled every time he moved. 

As she watched, the man reached into the pocket of his purple vest and pulled 
out a horn no bigger than his pinkie. He put it to his lips and blew a surprisingly 
loud trumpet. 

“Tsn’t this exciting?” the man said, putting the horn back into his vest and 
clapping his hands. “Ullr the challenger is a fine specimen, fleet and strong. But 
the champion, V¢#li, is a veteran of many battles, wily and trickilicious.” Resting 
his chin in his hands, he set his elbows on the desk and stared at its wooden 
surface. 


Marcus looked to Kyja, but she had no more idea than he did what was going 
on. Stepping carefully around the books, she and Marcus approached the desk. 
“What are you talking about?” she asked timidly. 

“Hmm?” the man replied without looking up. “Sport, of course. Man against 
man. Beast against beast. Strength versus speed. Mind over muscle.” 

Marcus leaned across the desk to see two brown shapes no bigger than 
walnuts. “Are those snails?” 

“Yes, yes.” the man chirped. “Look at them go!” 

Kyja glanced from one snail to the other. “They don’t seem to be moving.” 

“That’s what they want you to think,” the little man said, tapping the side of 
his head and nearly knocking off his hat. “They’re sizing each other up, probing 
for weaknesses. It’s a thinking man’s sport.” 

“And what sport would that be?” Marcus asked. As far as Kyja could see, the 
snails hadn’t moved at all. In fact, she suspected at least one of them might be 
dead. 

“Snail jousting, of course!” the man snapped. “The sport of kings and 
noblemen.” 

“Seriously?” Marcus leaned across the desk until the tip of his nose was 
almost touching the snails. “I don’t see any lances.” 

“Lances?” the man leaned backward so abruptly his pile of books swayed like 
a tall tree in a high wind. He rubbed his glasses furiously with the sleeve of his 
coat and glared at Marcus as though he were crazy. “Do you have any idea what 
a lance would do to these beautiful shells? What do you take me for, a 
barbarian?” 

“I thought if they were jousting .. .” 

“Lances.” The man said, giving Marcus a stern shake of his head before 
returning to his snails. 

“Tf it wouldn’t be too much trouble,” Kyja said. “Could you tell us who you 
are? I’m not sure we’re in the right place.” 

“Who am I?” the man said, as though asking himself. “When most people ask 
who you are, they really want to know what you are. Are you famous? Are you 
powerful? Are you wealthy? Are you someone who can help them get what they 
want, do you stand in their way, or can you be dismissed out of hand?” 

He looked left and right from one snail to the other as though watching an 
especially exciting tennis match. “Titles are quite useful that way, aren’t they? 
How about Commander of the Fleet? No, too forceful. Master of All Things 
Inconsequential and General in Nature? Too stuffy. Merciful and Benevolent 
Ruler? Too self-serving. High Executioner? No.” He shivered. “That won’t do. 
How about Her Majesty the Queen? I’ve always favored that one.” 


Marcus twirled a finger beside his head, but Kyja gave him a quick elbow in 
the ribs. 

“Actually, I was just wondering what to call you,” she said. “I’m Kyja, and 
this is Marcus.” 

“You want a name? How unusual.” The man scratched a thatch of sparse, 
gray hair. This time, he actually did knock off his hat. But as it rolled from his 
head, he caught it with the tip of his left shoe and kicked it into the air, landing 
the hat right where it had been. “How about Zithspithesbazith? It’s actually quite 
fun to say and allows you to spit freely on whomever you Say it to.” 

“T don’t think I could pronounce that,” Kyja said, unable to stifle a giggle. 

“No? Why don’t we stick with Z then? It has a certain letter-like quality to it.” 

“All right then, Mr. Z. We’re looking for the Augur Well. I don’t know if you 
could help us, but we opened a door and—” 

“The Augur Well?” the man said. “Why didn’t you say so in the first place?” 
He began searching his pockets. First his coat. Then his vest. Then his baggy 
pants. “I know I’ve got it here someplace.” 

After searching all his pockets twice, he looked up and gave a loud harrumph. 
“What was I thinking?” He took his hat off his head, fished around for what 
seemed like an exceptionally long time, and finally pulled out a large, old 
fashioned-looking brass key. 

“Here you are,” he said, handing the key to Kyja. “Down the hall to your left. 
Third door on the right. But you know that, of course.” With that, he went back 
to watching snails. 

“That’s it?” Marcus asked. “We just take the key and open the door?” 

“That’s right,” the man said, waving them away. “I apologize for the 
inconvenience. It’s been quite some time since I saw a land elemental here.” 

“Um.” Kyja glanced down at the key. Marcus shook his head vigorously and 
put his finger to his lips. But she spoke anyway. “We’re not land elementals.” 

“What?” The man again very nearly tumbled from his perch. “Not land 
elementals, you say? Very odd.” He craned his neck to look at the two of them. 
He put the large gold spectacles into his coat pocket and replaced them with a 
much smaller silver pair. He squinted at Marcus and Kyja for a moment before 
mumbling, “No.” 

Placing the silver glasses into his right pants pocket, he tried on a pair of 
black pince-nez with thick lenses and no earpieces at all, balancing them on his 
plum of a nose. “Not right either,” he said. Over the next few minutes he tried a 
pair of tinted bifocals, a monocle, a magnifying glass, several different pairs of 
spectacles, and even his own fingers closed into two circles. Finally, he put the 
last pair into his hat, settled it crookedly on his head, and looked at Marcus and 


Kyja with no glasses on at all. 

“That’s the trick,” he said. “Why, I say, you aren’t land elementals at all, are 
you?” 

“No,” Kyja said. 

“T’m afraid I’ll need to take the key then.” As Kyja reluctantly handed it back 
to him, he turned to Marcus. “It wouldn’t have worked for you anyway, you 
know. The Augur Well, that is. In fact, it could have proved quite dangerous had 
you gone in unprepared.” 

“Td be willing to take my chances.” Marcus rubbed his hip fiercely. 

“Yes.” The little man nodded. “I see that. Quite the chance-taker this one. 
Probably gotten you into trouble more than once, hasn’t he?” 

“So?” Marcus said with a grimace. 

“You, on the other hand,” said the man, turning to Kyja. “You have to be 
pushed out of your normal routine. Pll bet you didn’t head into this adventure of 
your own will.” When she started to disagree, he held out a hand. “But once you 
get started, there’s no turning you back. Stubborn to the marrow of your bones, 
you are.” 

“T’m not stubborn,” Kyja said. “But we will get to the Augur Well.” 

“T don’t imagine I could convince you to turn back, could I?” he said, looking 
from Marcus to Kyja. 

Both of them shook their heads. 

“Even if I said your path would force you to face things worse than you’ve 
ever imagined? Even if I said your chances of a messy death are far greater than 
your chances of success? Even if I told you the Augur Well is a far less accurate 
oracle than most would have you believe?” 

“No,” Marcus said. 

“We have to go,” Kyja answered. 

“Very well.” The man put back on his original oversized, gold glasses. “Go 
out the hall to your right, second door on your left. Or is it the first? Well, if you 
suddenly find your elbows locked in place and your backsides swelling 
uncontrollably, you’ve taken the wrong door. Not that it will do you any good at 
that point.” 


Chapter 27 


The Lagoon 


Guy was a total nut job,” Marcus said as they closed the door behind them. 


They were standing in a narrow hallway lit only by a flickering candle on a 
small wooden table. The hallway had a dank smell to it, like wet stone. 

“Something about him didn’t add up,” Kyja said. 

“Are you kidding? Nothing about him added up. I once had a history teacher 
who ran around the room flapping his arms and shouting, ‘That’s something to 
crow about,’ whenever one of us aced a test. Blake the Flake was crazy, but this 
guy is even crazier.” 

“Tt’s not just that. He claimed he’d seen land elementals. But according to the 
knowledge illuminator, no land elementals have been seen in over three thousand 
years.” 

“Well, that explains him—I’d be bonkers too if I sat locked up in that room 
for thousands of years with only a couple of snails to keep me company. 
Someone should buy him a deck of cards or something. At least he could play 
solitaire.” 

“Maybe,” Kyja said. “But I think there was more to him than he was 
showing.” 

“He told us to turn right.” Marcus stared into the dark tunnel. It was 
impossible to see more than a few feet ahead. “Hope they don’t mind if we 
borrow their candle.” He reached for the metal candleholder on the table, but as 
soon as he picked it up, the flame went out, plunging the hallway into total 
darkness. 

“What did you do?” Kyja’s voice asked from his left. 

“Nothing. I just picked up the candle and it went—” As he set the candlestick 
back on the table, it relit. “Okay,” he sighed. “That’s one way to discourage 
people from borrowing.” 

“We’ll have to feel for the doors,” Kyja said. She took Marcus’s hand in hers 
and began to run her other one along the left wall as they walked forward. “I 
hope Riph Raph’s all right.” 

“Guess animals can’t come after all,” Marcus said, tapping his staff on the 
stone floor in front of them and trying to ignore the pounding in his head. “He’s 


probably already trying to get that knowledge illuminator to find him some fish.” 

“Here’s the first door.” Kyja paused. 

“Don’t open it,” Marcus said, remembering the man’s warning. The guy was 
probably loony tunes, but that didn’t mean Marcus wanted to take a chance on 
having his rear blow up like a balloon. 

“That’s another thing that doesn’t make sense,” Kyja said as they began 
walking forward again. “I was the only one who opened the door. Why did we 
both end up here?” 

“Who knows? Maybe they figured you couldn’t do it by yourself. Or maybe 
they needed someone devastatingly handsome.” 

“Maybe your ego was so big it got caught in the draft and pulled you in with 
it.” Kyja stopped walking. In the darkness came a faint clunk as she knocked on 
the wall. “The second door.” 

“Open it,” he said, reaching in the darkness. 

“Wait.” Kyja’s hand went to his arm. “I’m not sure about this. Let’s not go 
rushing in.” 

“What’s to think about? The sooner we get this over with, the sooner we can 
move on to the next test.” 

“Maybe we should come up with a plan,” Kyja said. “Maybe one of us should 
wait outside the door, just in case.” 

“Maybe we should stop talking and go in.” Marcus was tired of plans. He was 
tired of feeling like everything he did was controlled by everyone else. He 
wanted to get to the Augur Well—whatever it was—find a land elemental, and 
get back to Earth. He limped to the door, felt for the rough, wooden surface with 
the palm of his hand, and pushed. 

Kyja’s fingers tightened on his shoulder as the door swung open. Nothing 
leaped out at them. Nothing happened at all. “Come on,” he said, limping 
through the doorway. 

“That was really dumb,” Kyja said. “You can’t just go running into things 
blindly.” 

“And you can’t spend all your time worrying about what might happen.” 

Both of them stopped arguing as they stepped from the wooden floor and 
splashed into knee-deep mud. 

“Where are we?” Kyja asked, rubbing her eyes at unexpected sunlight that 
nearly blinded them both. 

Marcus squinted at stunted trees, high grass, and swaying reeds around them. 
“We’re back in the swamp,” he said. “Forget the Augur Well. Let’s jump to 
Earth.” 

“T don’t think this is the swamp. Listen.” 


Marcus tilted his head. “I don’t hear anything.” 

“Exactly. I spent two days looking for you in the swamp. There were always 
buzzing insects and birds singing and frogs ribbeting. It was never quiet.” She 
sniffed the air. “It doesn’t smell like the swamp either. It’s not stinky enough. I 
don’t think we’re really above ground at all. I think it’s an illusion, like the stars 
in the cavern.” 

“Maybe you’re right,” Marcus said. “But now what are we supposed to do?” 

Kyja studied the dense foliage around them. “What’s that?” she asked, 
pointing to something glittering in the afternoon sun. She splashed through the 
mud to a knobby tree. Marcus limped slowly behind her, trying to catch his 
breath. When he got there, he saw a small golden sign embedded in the bark. 

“The gem of wisdom is obtained through the procurement of knowledge and 
the willingness to use it,’” Kyja read. 

“Sounds like something out of a fortune cookie.” Behind the sign, a small 
path led out of the swamp and up a grassy hill. “Oh, great,” Marcus said, not 
looking forward to the climb. 

“At least it’s dry,” Kyja said. 

With Marcus leaning on her shoulder for support, they slowly made their way 
up the rise. As they reached the crest, a dark lagoon came into view. The lake 
was not much more than a stone’s throw across, and it was roughly circular, 
bordered by large, square stones with symbols carved into them. 

Wooden rafts floated on the water, aligned so they formed six circles, one 
inside the other—a little like a Trill Stone board or a target. Painted on each of 
the rafts in red, blue, green, or yellow were the same symbols carved into the 
stones. 

“Ts it some kind of game?” Kyja asked. 

“T think it’s a puzzle,” Marcus said. “See how the raft at the center has six 
walkways coming out from it? And the rafts on the next row each have six 
walkways too. All of the rafts are connected.” 

As they started toward the lake, Kyja pointed to a brilliant, fist-sized green 
stone on the raft floating at the center of the circles. “The sign talked about the 
gem of wisdom. Pll bet that’s it. That’s what we’re supposed to get.” 

“Makes sense,” Marcus said. “You have to go from the outside rafts to the 
inside one. See, the symbols are a pattern.” 

He started toward the nearest raft, but Kyja stepped in front of him, arms 
folded across her chest. “Don’t you remember what Mr. Z said? You take too 
many chances, and it’s gotten you into trouble.” 

“Was that before or after he told us to call him ‘Her Majesty the Queen’? 
Forgive me if I don’t pay much attention to the opinion of someone whose idea 


of excitement is watching snails joust. Besides, he said you have to be pushed 
into everything. So how about we get this puzzle figured out already?” Marcus 
was anxious to get started. He’d always been good at puzzles, and this one didn’t 
look too complicated. 

Kyja gave a dubious look toward the dark water and walked to the edge of the 
pool. “What’s this for?” she asked, picking up a coil of rope. 

“Who cares?” Marcus said. Eyeing the rafts, he was pretty sure he had the 
puzzle figured out already. All you had to do was stay on the same symbols. 
Start with one, find the same symbol on another raft, and keep going until you 
made it to the center. If he started with the symbol that looked like one triangle 
on top of another, a path could get him there in only seven moves. 

“At least tie this around your waist first,” Kyja said, holding out a loop of 
rope to him as he headed for the rafts. 

“What for?” 

“In case you fall in. Can you even swim?” 

“A little,” he said, not wanting to admit he was a pretty lousy swimmer. One 
summer at the city pool, he’d managed to climb to the top of the high dive and 
nearly drowned after cannon-balling into the deep end. “What does it matter? 
Haven’t you noticed? There are like a million rafts out there. I’m not going to 
fall. But even if I do, Pl just climb back onto another raft.” 

Kyja glared at him and held out the rope. 

“Fine,” he said, as she pulled it around his waist and knotted it tightly. “Just 
make sure you give me plenty of slack. I don’t want to get pulled off balance.” 

“Be careful,” Kyja said, letting out rope behind him. 

“I won’t need to,” he said. “P1 be there and back before you even know I’m 
gone.” This was going to be a piece of cake. 

Despite his confidence, he gave the first raft a firm poke with his staff before 
stepping onto it. Just because the puzzle was fairly simple, it didn’t mean there 
couldn’t be hidden traps of some kind. When the raft felt solid, he cautiously 
stepped out onto it. 

“So far so good!” he called, waving back at Kyja. Holding the rope with both 
hands, she wouldn’t even wave. Her problem was over-thinking everything. If 
being disabled had taught him one thing, it was that life was full of dangers. You 
either accepted that fact and got on with living, or you ended up alone in your 
room, afraid to try anything that seemed the least bit hard. 

From the raft he was standing on, there were three choices: left, right, and 
straight ahead. Since the only raft that matched the symbol he was standing on 
was straight ahead, that was the obvious choice. Again, using his staff first to 
check for traps, he stepped out onto the wooden walkway that connected the 


rafts. It wobbled under his weight, and for a moment he nearly lost his balance. 

Feeling Kyja’s eyes on the back of his head, he caught himself with his staff 
and shouted, “I’m fine!” The last thing he needed was her thinking he was in 
trouble and tugging on the rope. The key was to take smaller steps to keep from 
bouncing the walkway. Once he was within stepping distance of the second raft, 
he nudged it with his staff. He stepped onto the next raft—thinking how easy this 
was going to be—when all the rafts and walkways disappeared at once, plunging 
him into the lagoon. 

“Gawp,” he sputtered, swallowing a mouthful of water. He’d expected the 
lagoon to be as warm as the outside air, but the black liquid was so icy cold, it 
instantly numbed his body. 

“Want me to pull you back?” Kyja called with a smirk, “or would you rather 
swim?” 

With no warning, the lagoon began to bubble and churn all around Marcus. 
Something closed around his leg. Something else grabbed onto his wrist. Dozens 
of small, gray creatures looking like a mix between monkeys and frogs leaped 
out of the water, chirping and giggling wildly. One of them wrapped its arms 
around his neck. A second tried to pry the staff out of his hands. A third jumped 
on his back, grabbed his hair, and began shoving his head under the water. 

“Help!” he screamed, choking and coughing. “Pull me back. Pull me b-a-a-c- 
k!” 


Chapter 28 


Mind over Matter 


What were those things?” Marcus asked, rubbing his head. “It feels like 


they yanked out half my hair.” 

“They would have done a lot worse than that if it weren’t for the rope.” 

“Thanks for pulling me to shore,” Marcus said, grudgingly. “But if you’re 
looking for an apology, you’re not going to get it. If it were up to you, we’d still 
be standing outside the door trying to come up with a quote-unquote-plan. ” 

“Tm not looking for an apology,” Kyja said, feeling like she was babysitting 
Timton Goodnuff again. “What I’m looking for is for you to admit that acting 
without thinking isn’t such a good idea. If you remember, I’m the one who 
figured out how to get you past the harbingers. So yes, I did come up with a plan 
—one that worked.” 

“Fine.” Marcus squeezed the bottom half of his robe, wringing out at least a 
gallon of water. “What’s your new plan?” 

“Pm glad you asked,” Kyja said. “While you were busy playing with your 
friends in the water, I was thinking about the rafts. You tried to stay on the same 
symbol. But what if the puzzle isn’t about the symbols at all? What if it’s the 
colors that matter?” As soon as Marcus had reached land, the rafts reappeared, 
and the creatures left to wherever it was they came from. She pointed to a raft 
about a third of the way around the pond. “If you start over there on that red 
symbol, you can go forward one, left two, forward one, right one, then straight in 
to the middle without leaving red.” 

Marcus visually followed the path she described. “Okay,” he said, nodding 
slowly. “I can see that. Colors. I’m impressed.” 

Kyja shrugged, trying not to look too proud of herself. Let Marcus see that he 
wasn’t the only one who could figure out puzzles. 

“Go ahead,” he said, waving his hand toward the water. “Show me how it’s 
done.” 

“Well...” Kyja bit her lip. 

“Oh, no.” Marcus shook his head vigorously. “It’s your plan. You try it. Pm 
not falling into the water with those swamp-monkeys again.” 

“But you’re already wet. Plus, I’m not sure you could pull me out if I fell in.” 


“So you get to come up with the ideas. But I have to test them.” He pushed 
himself to his feet and began limping around the lagoon to the raft with the red 
symbol. “I should have stayed with the kook to see which snail got to become 
knight or whatever.” 

“T think this will work,” Kyja said. But did she? Or was she just trying to 
prove that her ideas were the best? 

“Keep the rope tight,” Marcus said, mumbling under his breath as he stepped 
out onto the raft. 

“How does it feel?” Kyja asked. 

“Like a raft.” He gave her a baleful glare. 

“T’ve got the rope,” she called with what she hoped was an encouraging 
smile. 

“Here goes nothing.” Taking small, sliding steps, he made his way along the 
bobbing walkway and stopped just in front of the next raft. “Sure you don’t want 
to come out and try it yourself?” 

Kyja shook her head. 

An inch at a time, he moved his foot above the raft. With a sigh even Kyja 
could hear, he lowered his foot to the next wooden surface. Please, Kyja 
whispered to herself. Please let this work. 

Then Marcus was in the water again, and Kyja was pulling the rope as fast as 
she could while he screamed and jabbed at the monkeys with his staff. 

“Okay. So it’s not colors,” Kyja said once Marcus had recovered from his 
latest “swim.” 

“Brilliant reasoning,” Marcus said, his teeth chattering as he lay on the grass, 
trying to get warm. “I’m sure those creatures are impressed with your incredible 
intelligence.” He rubbed his calf. “I think one of them bit me.” 

Ignoring his sarcasm, Kyja studied the rafts. If the solution wasn’t symbols or 
colors, then what else could it be? “There has to be a pattern.” 

“Of course there’s a pattern,” Marcus said. “Unfortunately, we don’t know 
what it is.” 

“I guess we could just keep trying until we figure it out,” she mused. 

“Oh, no. No, no, no.” Marcus ran his fingers through his wet hair. “If you 
want to use trial and error, you be the guinea pig. You can see what it’s like 
getting your head shoved under the water by those sea-chipmunks. I’m sure I 
could get you out eventually.” 

Kyja sighed. Trial and error didn’t make any sense. There were too many 
possible variations, and they couldn’t try them all—Marcus didn’t have that 
much time. 

What had the sign said? The gem of wisdom is obtained through the 


procurement of knowledge and the willingness to use it. So far they had procured 
the knowledge that stepping on the same symbols or the same colors didn’t 
work. What other knowledge could they “procure”? What about stepping on the 
same symbol and the same color? A quick examination of the rafts soon 
dismissed that idea. She could see only three sets of connected rafts with the 
same color and symbol, and they weren’t anywhere near each other. 

“They wouldn’t send us out here if there wasn’t some way to solve the 
problem,” she said. “What are we missing?” 

Marcus yawned and rubbed his eyes. “What we’re missing is the fact that we 
were sent here by a lunatic. How do we even know he gave us the right door? 
We could spend days trying to get the stone in the middle of this lousy little 
pond, only to discover that it’s just a paperweight he left out here while he was 
collecting snails. Wake me up when you decide to go back.” 

Go back? Hadn’t he noticed there didn’t seem to be a way to go back? The 
door had disappeared as soon as they entered the swamp. She wasn’t sure there 
was any way out of this test besides completing it. As far as she could tell, they 
were still underground so jumping was out, and Marcus was getting sicker. He 
looked even more flushed, as if his fever was rising. He couldn’t afford to fall 
into the lake again. 

“Think,” she urged herself. What were they missing? What was the clue 
they’d overlooked? She stared slowly around the lagoon. The rafts, the gem, the 
walkways, the rope, the stones— 

The stones! Of course, why hadn’t she thought of that first? The stones 
bordering the water had the same symbols painted on the rafts. That must mean 
something. One at a time, she examined the rocks—searching for any clue. At 
first they seemed to be as random as the rafts. Six symbols—two triangles, two 
squiggles that formed an X, something that looked like an open hand, a half- 
moon with two dots, three squiggles side-by-side, and a tree-like shape. 

But then, she realized there was a pattern after all. The symbols repeated 
themselves—triangles, X, hand, half-moon, squiggles, tree—over and over all 
around the lake. The solution was about the symbols after all. The colors were 
just to throw you off. She hurried back to tell Marcus, but he was asleep— 
breathing in wet, heavy snorts. He needed to rest. She looked out at the rafts. If 
she could make it out to the gem and wake him up with it... 

But what if she fell in the lake while he slept? She was a strong swimmer, but 
hundreds of those creatures could pull her down before she made it back to 
shore. Trying it alone was a bad idea. Sending Marcus out on the rafts in his 
condition was wrong, too. He couldn’t take much more exertion. 

What finally made the decision for her was the thought of how Marcus would 


react if she woke him to try again. Great. Another one of your crazy ideas. Why 
do I always have to be the one to do everything? 

Silently, she slipped the rope around her waist and knotted it. She set the coil 
by Marcus. If she got into trouble, her screams would awaken him, and—she 
hoped—he’d manage to pull her out before... 

But that wasn’t going to happen. Repeating the symbols in her head— 
triangles, X, hand, half-moon, squiggles, tree—she moved to a raft with a pair of 
triangles on it. 

“Here we go,” she said, and walked carefully but quickly to the raft with the 
X. She didn’t hesitate, but as she stepped onto the raft, she turned toward shore 
—prepared to swim with all her strength if she hit water. 

Only she didn’t. The raft stayed afloat. It worked. So far, she was right! 
“Yes!” she whispered, pumping her fist as she’d seen Marcus do so many times. 
She might be cautious, but she wasn’t a coward, no matter what he thought. 

Now she had to make a decision. There were six walkways leading from this 
raft—tfive if you didn’t include the one she’d just crossed. Two had the hand 
symbol. She tried to track where she’d go after that symbol and the one after, but 
it was too complicated, like a maze. Well, the only way to handle it was to try 
one and see what happened. Then she realized that maybe the colors weren’t a 
trick. There could be a pattern to them as well as to the shapes. But if that was 
the case, then it was pure luck this raft hadn’t disappeared beneath her. 

It might be the time to wake Marcus. But if she could give him even a few 
more minutes of rest . . . She looked back at the first raft with red triangles. The 
one she was on had a blue X. The hands on the two rafts ahead of her were green 
and yellow. A fifty-fifty chance. Chance, that’s what it was. But maybe Marcus 
was partly right. Sometimes—after you’d done your best to prepare—it all came 
down to chance. 

“Riph, Raph, wand, staff,” she repeated a rhyme from a game she’d made up 
as a child. “Horse, cow, somehow, close my eyes, and you... are... it.” 

“Yellow it is.” She stepped onto the raft and . . . it didn’t disappear. 

She had both patterns now—red, blue, yellow, green, and triangles, X, hand, 
half-moon, squiggles, tree. Focusing on colors and symbols, she began trying to 
unravel the maze that would take her to the stone. 

Two hours later, Marcus sat up with a groan and rubbed his eyes. “Come up 
with any brilliant ideas yet?” 

He looked left and right, apparently searching for Kyja on the shore. Then he 
met her eyes and sat up with a gasp. “What are you doing out there?” he shouted, 
getting to his knees. 

“Trying to figure out this stupid puzzle!” Kyja shouted back. “I know the 


pattern of colors and shapes, but I still can’t get there.” She was on the second- 
to-last circle. Four times she’d made it this far, but every time she’d been 
stopped by a dead end. “It doesn’t work. There’s no way to get to the last circle.” 
She stomped her foot on the raft, making it shake and bob in the water. 

Marcus spotted the rope next to him, and his eyes went wide. There was only 
a single coil left on the grass. Kyja had wrapped the rest of it around rafts and 
walkways—stretching out into the lagoon as she tried first one path and then 
another. 

“What were you thinking?” he yelled. “Do have any idea what would have 
happened if you’d fallen in?” Taking the rope in hand, he began to shake loose 
the tangles and knots. 

“T was taking a chance,” Kyja yelled, giving the raft another kick. This whole 
thing was idiotic. She was hot and tired. 

“A crazy chance,” Marcus said. He looped the rope around and around his 
arm with sharp, angry snaps. “You could have been killed! Why didn’t you wake 
me up?” 

“You needed to rest.” What right did he have to complain? She’d done it for 
him. And besides, he’d taken much worse risks than this. “Besides, I knew you’d 
just complain if I asked you to go out again.” 

Marcus stared at her, his mouth open. “I... when. . ?” He pulled the rope taut 
so it made a straight line between them. “All right, maybe I would have 
complained. But that doesn’t mean I want you taking stupid chances.” 

“Stupid?” Kyja roared. “Stupid? You’re the one that fell in twice. I’ve 
crossed every one of these stinking rafts without getting wet once. Don’t call me 
stupid!” With that, she spun to walk to the next raft, but in her anger she missed 
the walkway. 

“Hang on!” Marcus screamed, tugging at the rope as Kyja struggled for 
balance. 

Tilting far out over the water, Kyja clung to the line with both hands. On his 
knees, Marcus started to slide. “Oh!” Kyja cried. She was too far into the lake. 
Marcus would never be able to get her to shore if she fell. 

With a ferocious yank, Marcus pulled her, one-handed, to her feet—and 
something moved. Shifting her balance, still trying to keep from falling on the 
raft as it bobbed and swayed beneath her, Kyja looked out at the other rafts, then 
in toward the gem. The walkways. The walkways didn’t align with the other 
rafts anymore. 

“Do that again,” she called to Marcus. 

“Do what?” he asked, his face pale except for the angry red circles high on 
his cheeks. 


“Pull the rope,” Kyja said. “Slowly.” Holding the rope tightly with both 
hands, she set her feet against the boards of the raft. As Marcus tugged, she felt 
herself dragged toward the edge of the raft, but she reset her feet and leaned 
further back. “Keep pulling!” 

Almost imperceptibly, the raft began to move. She wouldn’t have noticed it if 
she hadn’t been watching the walkway. She glanced over her shoulder. The 
entire circle of rafts was slowly turning like the horses on a merry-go-round. 

“Move to the left,” Kyja called. 

Seeing what she was doing, Marcus pulled himself to his feet, limped several 
yards to the left, and pulled again. 

“A little more.” The walkway was closer, closer, “Stop!” she yelled. 

That was it! She ran across the walkway, past the blue half-moon, across the 
last walkway, and, kneeling down on the center raft, closed her hand around the 
gem. 


Chapter 29 


The Fairy 


We're closed,” said Mr. Z, balancing on his stack of books. 


Marcus blinked. The lagoon was gone, and they were back in the dimly lit 
study. “Closed?” he asked. 

“Mr. Z, it’s Marcus and Kyja. We brought back the gem of wisdom,” Kyja 
said, stepping around a pile of books and holding out the green stone. 

“The gem?” Mr. Z looked up from a dog-eared volume and squinted at her. 

“Take off your glasses,” she whispered. 

“What? Oh, yes, yes.” He took off the gold spectacles, pushed them into the 
sleeve of his coat, and looked from Marcus to Kyja with a frown. “You two 
again, eh? Figured you’d have drowned by now.” 

“Hoped is more like it,” Marcus said. “Next time you send us to a swamp full 
of lake-lizards, give us some warning.” 

“T have to admit, I felt sure at least one of you wouldn’t make it back alive. 
Those willywogs are a brutal lot. Lost a wager on that one.” 

“A wager?” Kyja asked. “You bet one of us would get killed? With whom?” 

“Myself,” the man said, scratching his enormous right ear. “My right hand bet 
Marcus would drown his first time out. My left hand bet he’d make it. It’s hard 
for me to keep track. The left hand doesn’t know what the right is doing.” 

“That sounds strangely familiar,” Marcus said. 

“Could be.” The man nodded. “Have we met before?” 

“We got the gem of wisdom,” Kyja said holding out the stone. “We passed the 
test. Can we go to the Augur Well now?” 

Mr. Z took the gem, pulled his silver glasses from his pants pocket, and 
examined it closely. He breathed on the gem and rubbed it with the sleeve of his 
coat. 

“Well?” Marcus said, leaning forward on the desk. Both of his legs were 
killing him, and his stomach felt like he was going to be sick soon. 

“That’s it, all right.” Mr. Z set the stone on one of his book piles with a thunk. 
“Been looking for that everywhere. Pages flying all around without a good 
paperweight. Where did you find it?” 

“Paperweight?” Marcus growled. “All that trouble for a stupid—” 


Kyja cut him off with a kick to the ankle. “What about the key to the Augur 
Well?” 

“Come back later,” Mr. Z said, opening his book. “Maybe next week. I’ve got 
a lot of reading to do.” 

Marcus opened his mouth, ready to give this pipsqueak a piece of his mind, 
but Kyja held out her hand. “We don’t have until next week. Marcus is really 
sick. We need to get to the Augur Well right away.” 

“My dear girl,” the man said without looking up from his book. “As you can 
see, I am a very busy man.” 

“Busy?” Marcus shouted, slamming a hand on top of the desk. “The last time 
we were here, you were snail jousting. What happened to that?” 

Mr. Z flinched at Marcus’s outburst. His stack of books swayed far beyond 
what should have been possible without falling over completely. His eyebrows 
rose nearly to his hat. “Called on account of rain, if you must know.” 

“Mr. Z,” Kyja said, “I’m sure you’ve got a lot of things to do, but we don’t 
have much time. If you could just tell us what we need to do to get the key .. .” 

Mr. Z produced a silk handkerchief from under his hat and blew his nose 
rather loudly into it. “Time is the one commodity no one can control.” He 
pointed a runty finger at Marcus. “You can demand someone else’s time with 
bluff and braggadocio. She can plead that she doesn’t have enough of it. Yet the 
only time we can control is our own, and we waste most of that.” 

He put away the handkerchief, pulled a silver pocket watch out of his vest, 
and flipped open the cover. “Speaking of time, shouldn’t you two be on your 
way?” 

“On our way where?” Kyja asked. 

Marcus groaned. He didn’t have a good feeling about this. 

“On your way out the door.” Mr. Z flapped his hands. “Go! Go!” 

“Go where?” Marcus said. “If this is another test, at least tell us what we’re 
supposed to do.” 

With astonishing dexterity, Mr. Z leaped from his pile of books onto the top 
of the desk. “Hurry, now! You must help her. She’s in terrible danger. It may 
already be too late.” 

“Help who?” Kyja said. But the man jumped to the floor and pushed them in 
front of him like a collie herding sheep. 

“Which door do we take?” Marcus asked, trying to keep from stumbling over 
the stacks of books falling in every direction. 

“Any door, every door. Go. Go!” With strength Marcus never would have 
expected, the man shoved him and Kyja through the door. Losing his balance, 
Marcus dropped his staff and put out his hands to brace his fall. But instead of 


landing in the hallway, he found himself sprawling onto a rough, stone floor. 

“Help!” screamed a high-pitched voice. 

Marcus scrambled to his knees. He was in a dark, stone cavern. For a moment 
he couldn’t see anything. The voice screamed again. It sounded like a young girl 
in danger. “No, don’t. Leave me alone!” 

“Gurggooolah!” grunted a deep voice. 

Spinning around, Marcus saw a crackling fire where the study had been a 
moment before. Standing beside the fire—silhouetted by the sunlight shining 
through the cave entrance—was a squat-trunked creature with a broad chest and 
shoulders nearly as wide as the creature was tall. It had three hairy, muscular 
arms. In one it held a wooden club tipped with sharp chips of rock. The second 
hand held a flaming log. With the third, it seemed to be trying to swat something 
out of the air. 

At first, Marcus couldn’t see what it was slapping at. Then, as his eyes 
adjusted to the light, he noticed a figure no bigger than a Barbie doll fluttering 
through the air. She looked in his direction, her eyes wide with terror. “Please, 
help me.” 

Marcus edged closer to the fire. Something was wrong with the creature’s 
wings. She was trying to dodge the swinging paw of the three-armed beast to get 
past it and out the cave entrance, but she couldn’t seem to maintain any kind of 
altitude. 

As he watched, the creature caught her with the edge of its plate-sized palm 
and knocked her toward the dancing flames. She managed to keep from falling 
into the fire, but not before her wings crackled from the heat, trailing smoke as 
she dodged a blow from the rock-tipped club. 

“The tribrac has a fairy,” Kyja cried, grabbing Marcus’s arm. “We have to do 
something!” 

Marcus looked for some kind of weapon, but there was nothing in the cave. 
What would he have done with it even if there were? Beside him, Kyja scooped 
a handful of rocks and began firing them at the hairy creature that looked intent 
on crushing the fairy. One hit the monster’s face on the bridge of its nose. 

“Riggle gortog!” the creature growled, baring its brownish tusks. But it 
refused to be drawn from its prey, slapping the fairy again, knocking her to the 
stone wall. 

“Use your magic!” Kyja shouted. “It’s going to kill her.” 

The last time Marcus had tried to use magic, he’d been near the harbingers, 
and it didn’t work. But now that they were gone, surely it would be all right. He 
reached for air to knock the monster back, but there was nothing. It was as if 
he’d never had magic in his life. 


The creature reached down and with its thick fingers snatched the struggling 
fairy from the ground. 

“Help her!” Kyja shook Marcus. “Use your magic now.” 

Marcus looked from Kyja to the fairy, whose struggles were slowing as the 
thick fist closed around it. “I can’t,” Marcus said helplessly. “My magic is gone.” 

Kyja stared at him open-mouthed. 

He raised his hands. “I’m sorry. I...” 

“Ayyeeeeeee!” the fairy screamed. She was dying, he knew it, and there was 
nothing he could do about it. 

“No-o-0-0-o!” Kyja cried. She raced toward the beast, arms held out as if she 
would wrestle it to the ground by herself. Suddenly, Marcus felt a terrible heat 
rise inside him as if he’d swallowed hot coals. The fire burning beside the 
creature rose up from the logs with a life of its own and attacked the beast, 
setting its hair on fire from its thick head to its broad feet. 

“Graklog! Gerr-r-r-lack,” the monster shrieked as the fire raged around it. 
Dropping the fairy onto a stack of sticks and logs, it raced out the cave entrance, 
flames trailing after it. 

Kyja dove to the ground and lifted the fairy from the wood pile gently in her 
palms. She cradled it against her chest, prodded it gently with one finger, and put 
her ear to its chest. The fairy remained motionless. 

Kyja looked at Marcus and shook her head. “She’s dead.” 


Chapter 30 


Winds of Change 


What just happened?” Marcus scooted across the floor to Kyja’s side. 


“We ... let her die.” Kyja’s rage had banked itself to overwhelming grief at 
the sight of the motionless figure lying in her arms. No more than eight or nine 
inches tall, the fairy weighed less than a sparrow. Her two pairs of translucent 
wings—as light and fragile as tissue paper—were singed from the fire and 
crumpled against her tiny body by the monster’s fist. Gently straightening the 
wings with the tip of her finger, Kyja felt her anger rise again at this senseless 
death. 

“Tt’s our fault,” she said, tears flooding her eyes and leaking down her cheeks. 
She glared at Marcus. “Why didn’t you tell me you didn’t have magic 
anymore?” 

Marcus drew back from the heat of her gaze. “I hoped that . . . I didn’t want to 
believe . . .” He looked from the fire to Kyja and swiped a hand furiously across 
his own eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me you did?” 

“What are you talking about?” Kyja gulped, trying to keep from outright 
sobbing. 

“Did you think I wouldn’t figure it out eventually?” 

Blinking until her blurred vision cleared, Kyja realized that Marcus was as 
angry as she was. He stared at her, his right fist clenched into a ball, his left hand 
squeezed together like the claw of a bird. She wasn’t the only one that felt the 
horrible burden of guilt. She remembered the helpless feeling of watching the 
mimicker nearly kill Marcus shortly after they met because she had no magic. 

“Tt’s not your fault,” she sniffled. “Besides, you nearly saved her with that 
fire.” 

“Stop it!” Marcus shouted. “Stop lying. It was you all along. With the bike on 
the trail. With the kids on the playground. And now here. Did you get magic at 
the same time I lost mine? Was it the snifflers? Is that why you didn’t tell me?” 

The bike? The playground? What was he talking about? Kyja shook her head, 
unsure what he wanted from her. “I don’t have . . .” 

Marcus pounded his fist on his hips, tears streaming down his face. “Why did 
you pretend I was doing it? Why did you let me think I was losing control? Why 


didn’t you just say, You’re a cripple whose only thing going for him was that he 
had magic, and now that’s gone too? Be honest. I have nothing, and you have 
everything.” 

He wasn’t making sense. Sure, Marcus was struggling with his magic, but 
he’d regain control over it in time. He had to. He was the one ordained to save 
Farworld. He had the mark on his shoulder to prove it. 

So what did he mean about letting him pretend he was doing it? Didn’t he 
understand that she, of all people, knew what it was like to have no magic? 
Once, for a brief moment she’d thought she did have it—at least a little—when 
she’d made a hairclip move. But it turned out it was Riph Raph, watching over 
her shoulder. He’d been the one who... 

With a sudden burst of understanding, she realized what Marcus was saying. 
But that was crazy. She pointed where the fire had been. “You don’t think I did . 
.. that?” 

“Of course you did,” Marcus blurted, his face red and contorted. “You made 
the fire rise up to save the fairy. You stopped the bike from falling when you lost 
control. And you were the one who created the wall of flame when the kids were 
picking on us.” 

“No, I didn’t.” Kyja shook her head. “Don’t even joke about that kind of 
thing.” All her life she’d wanted magic—more than anything. Having none had 
made her an outcast. Worse than an outcast. It had made people see her as 
infected, dangerous—someone to avoid on the streets and keep their children 
away from because whatever she had might be catching. 

Only Master Therapass had accepted her—because he knew the truth. The 
Goodnuffs had taken her in but made her sleep in the barn, just to be safe. The 
only friends she’d had were adults. She’d dreamed about magic, begged for it, 
worked at it, prayed for it. But she didn’t have magic. She never would. To think 
anything else could only lead to a disappointment too great to bear. 

Marcus pulled a flaming stick from the fire. He jabbed the branch into Kyja’s 
face. “Look out!” 

“What are you doing?” Kyja screamed and jerked backward, raising her arm 
against the skin-crackling heat. The flames turned into a swirling vortex, 
shooting toward the roof of the cavern before disappearing with an audible pop. 

“You did that,” Marcus said, shoving the stick back into the fire. 

“No, I didn’t.” 

“Jaklah said the Keepers use snifflers to suck away magic from some people 
and give to others. Just my luck that they took away my magic and gave some to 
you instead. Maybe it was an accident when Screech attacked the sniffler right 
when we jumped.” 


Could it be? She had felt something when the sniffler attached its suckers to 
her skin, but she’d just assumed it was the revulsion of the attack. No, what he 
was saying was impossible. She was from Earth. She couldn’t have magic. 

Marcus wiped his cheeks and ran his fingers through his hair. “It took me a 
whole day to learn enough air magic to keep a stick from hitting me in the head.” 
His pained grin looked more like a grimace. “You figured out fire magic without 
even trying.” 

She stared into the fire—willing it to grow, to move, to go out. Nothing 
happened. It was exactly how it had been when she’d spent hour after endless 
hour trying in Terra ne Staric. 

This was stupid. Why get her hopes up again? The kids were right. She was a 
freak. Not for being immune to magic. But for trying to be something she wasn’t 
—to fit in with the very ones who’d rejected her and teased her mercilessly. 

I wont, she thought, gritting her teeth. I won't try to be like them. I won't let 
them convince me I’m less than they are because I’m different. She stared 
defiantly into the fire. A pair of eyes stared back. A head rose out of the flames, 
then a body with wings and a curling tail. 

“Holy macaroni!” Marcus shouted, scooting backward. 

Was she doing that? Had she created a flame creature? Go up, she thought. 
The imp flapped its flaming wings and rose into the air. Spin around. The 
creature gracefully pirouetted. She was doing it! She was using fire magic. She 
imagined a second imp. Instantly another appeared by the first. Then a third and 
a fourth. Four flaming imps zoomed around the dark cavern, diving and looping 
at her command. 

She was doing real magic—powerful magic. It felt wonderful! For the first 
time in her life, she was seeing the world through a pair of eyes she didn’t even 
know existed. The thrill of energy flowed through her body. If she wanted to, she 
could— 

“Arghhh,” Marcus groaned. 

Kyja jerked her attention away from the imps to see Marcus curled in a ball, 
vomiting near the entrance to the cavern where he’d crawled. At once, the flame 
creatures disappeared, and with them the energy that had surged through Kyja. 

“What’s wrong?” she called, running to him. 

“Sick,” he groaned, motioning for her to stay back. “Just give me—” He 
threw up again, coughing and choking. 

Kyja had been so caught up in the death of the fairy and in trying her 
newfound magic, she’d completely forgotten how sick Marcus was getting by 
the minute. “We have to get you out of here,” she said. 

Marcus rolled onto his back and wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his robe. 


“Don’t know how we’re going to do that. The test was to save the fairy. We 
failed.” 

Kyja looked at the lifeless figure still cradled in her arms and gently set her 
on a piece of bark. Had they failed? Was that really all there was to the test? 
There had to be some way to try again—another chance. A cold wind blew 
through the cave entrance, brushing her bangs back from her forehead. 

What d-o-o-0 y-0-0-0-u exp-e-e-ct? They’re hu-u-u-mans. 

Kyja looked at Marcus. “Did you say something?” 

“Uh-uh,” Marcus groaned, covering his eyes with his palm. 

A warm breeze gently caressed her skin. It reminded her of summer days 
standing on the tower balcony in Terra ne Staric. 

You have to admit, they-y-y-y tri-i-i-ed. 

“Did you hear that?” Kyja looked around the dingy cavern and out the 
entrance. 

“Hear what?” Marcus pushed himself up onto one elbow. 

“T don’t know. It sounded like someone whispering—but from far away, 
carried on the wind.” 

They both sat silently for a moment. 

“T don’t hear anything,” Marcus said. “Probably just wishful thinking.” 

Had she imagined it? The words had been clear, but they didn’t sound as if 
they’d come from human mouths somehow. 

Again an ice-cold breeze swirled about the cave. We shou-u-u-ld take her-r-r 
no-o-o-w. She’s as good as gon-n-e. 

Not unti-i-i-l sunse-e-e-t. 

Marcus sat up. “I heard something. Was that you?” 

Kyja shook her head, listening intently. Like the wind soughing through the 
treetops, it was easy to miss if you didn’t concentrate on it. 

Why-y-y-y-y w-a-i-t? A wind—too cold for the summer day outside—licked 
at the flames of the fire. It is ho-o-o-peless. 

“What is it?” Marcus asked. “Another monster?” 

“T don’t think so.” Kyja didn’t know what it was. And yet, this whole thing 
seemed vaguely familiar. What did she know about fairies? It seemed important 
to recall everything she’d learned about them in academy. Fairies lived in almost 
all climates. They gathered during the autumn and spring equinoxes, but spent 
much of their time isolated. 

“Who’s there?” she asked, peering into the late afternoon. 

A breeze that seemed to carry the warm scent of flowers and fresh berries 
rattled the leaves of the trees. They-y-y can hear us-s-s. 

Kyja tried to think. There was something significant about when fairies died, 


but she couldn’t remember what. Dead fairies were never left to be eaten by 
animals—she knew that for sure. Something came for them—something 
gathered them home so they could receive a fairy funeral. Something to do with 
directions. Something that reminded her of the cold and warm breezes blowing 
through the cave. 

“The North Wind and the South Wind,” she said. That’s what it was. When a 
fairy died, the North Wind and the South Wind picked up the fairy’s tiny dead 
body and returned it to the birthplace of all fairies. 

She-e-e-e has-s-s named us-s-s-s, blew the warm gentle breeze. 

I told you-u-u-u we should not-t-t-t have stayed, chopped a cold blast. 

She-e-e-e has-s-s named us-s-s-s, and we are hers to command. 

Unsure of what she was doing, Kyja spoke. “Please, you must help us.” 

Must, must, must-t-t-t-t-t. Humans are so-o-o-o-o demanding. 

An ice-cold gust cut straight through Kyja’s robe, and she wondered if she’d 
said the wrong thing. But a warm puff of air tickled her ear. 

What is it you desire, child? 

Kyja held the dead fairy out in her arms. “She was killed by a tribrac.” 

That is-s-s-s why we are here, chil-l-l-d. To return her to her own kind. 

“But she can’t die,” Kyja said. “We were supposed to rescue her, but we got 
here too late. Isn’t there something you can do? Can you... bring her back to 
life?” 

No-o-o! thundered the Arctic North Wind. 

Kyja’s heart sank. Marcus, who had been propped up on one knee with what 
looked like a trace of hope in his eyes, dropped his head to his hands. 

We can-n-n-not, sighed the South Wind. But you mi-i-i-i-ght . . . if-f-f-f you 
hurry-y-y-y. 


Chapter 31 


Heart and Song 


Tell us what to do,” Marcus said. His head pounded, and his muscles felt 


like they’d gone through a meat grinder. But he wanted to do something 
—needed to do something—to convince himself he wasn’t as useless as he felt. 

“She’s not really dead?” Kyja asked. 

She is de-e-e-ead, the North Wind said. 

But she-e-e-e need not stay-y-y dead if you return two things. 

Although their voices sounded the same in tone and pitch, Marcus imagined 
the North Wind as male—a thick, black cloud flinging around hailstones and 
blizzards. He pictured the South Wind as a warm breeze on a summer day— 
maybe somewhere in Georgia—that dried the sweat from your brow as you sat 
on a porch swing. He was sure she must be female. 

“What are the two things?” he asked. 

Her heart and her son-n-n-g, the South Wind whispered. 

“Her heart?” Kyja asked. 

Marcus pictured a beating organ stored in a bottle of formaldehyde. How 
could the fairy have been alive without it, and how could they get it back in her? 
The thought gave him shivers. 

All fairies-s-s-s keep their hearts stored safely away-y-y-y, or they leave them 
in the possession of their true lov-v-v-e, for occasions such as this, the South 
Wind said. It will look like a glowin-n-n-ng blue liquid in a tiny crystal jar with a 
glass stopper. 

That didn’t sound too bad. 

It will be hidden in her sanctum. On the peak of an un-scalable s-s-s-slope, 
the North Wind added. 

Okay, maybe a little bad. “How are we supposed to climb a peak that can’t be 
climbed?” he asked. “That’s impossible.” 

Finding her hear-r-r-rt is the easy part, the North Wind blustered. 

A fairy’s song is her most sa-a-a-a-cred posession, the South Wind said. She 
protects it with her li-i-i-ife, for it is her essence—her soul. Without it she-e-e-e 
becomes nothing. 

“Where does she keep her song?” Kyja asked. 


Inside her. Her song is-s-s-s not a thing, although she may-y-y-y keep a 
symbol that represents it. To discover a fairy’s song, you must know what she-e- 
e-e values above all e-e-e-e-lse. 

“Wait,” Marcus said. “You’re saying we have to figure out what she loves? 
How are we supposed to do that? If you haven’t noticed, she’s not talking 
much.” 

You must see-e-e-e inside her, said the South Wind. 

A cold rush of air sent bits of dirt, rocks, and other detritus skating across the 
cavern floor. You mu-u-u-st return her song and her heart befor-r-r-re sunset. 

“Sunset?” Kyja looked out the entrance. “That’s only a few hours away.” 

I told you it was ho-o-opeless. 

“TIl get the heart,” Marcus said. “Maybe I can find a crevice or something to 
climb up the slope. I’m good at wriggling through small spaces. You figure out 
the song. You’re better at feelings.” 

Kyja only looked at him. 

“What?” 

“You’re in no condition to climb a mountain.” 

“Don’t tell me what I can’t do,” Marcus spat. He looked for his staff, but it 
was nowhere in sight. He must have dropped it in Mr. Z’s study. He’d have to go 
without it. Ignoring the pain, he put one hand against the cave wall and pushed 
himself slowly to his feet. Digging his fingernails into his other palm, he took 
first one step, then a second. Agony shot from his ankle to his hip then up his 
spine with each faltering movement, but he refused to let it stop him. “I. Am. 
Fine.” 

On the third step, his leg gave out, and he fell face first to the ground—the air 
whooshing out of him as he landed on the stone floor. A spasm of coughing 
shook his body. When he looked up, Kyja was walking out the cavern entrance. 

“Come back here!” he roared, balling his hands. “At least let me go with 
you.” 

“Once I get the heart, Pl help you find her song,” Kyja said. Without a 
backward glance, she disappeared into a thick stand of trees. 

Marcus crawled back to the fire and waited there, occasionally adding another 
log, sure that Kyja would realize her mistake and return. How could she climb a 
mountain by herself? She was scared of heights. What if she was attacked by 
wild animals? What if she needed help? But after nearly an hour had passed, he 
realized she wasn’t coming back. Why would she? He couldn’t keep up with her. 

And now she was the one with the magic. 

You are no-o-o-o-ot well? the South Wind asked after another racking series 
of coughs shook his body. 


“No,” he said, resting his head in his arms. Beside him, the fairy lay cradled 
in a piece of bark where Kyja had left her. He tried not to look at her. Seeing the 
pale, lifeless body just reminded him of his failure to save her. 

You do not try to find her-r-r song while your frien-n-n-nd searches for her 
heart. 

“What would be the point? Kyja will scale the peak, come back with the 
heart, figure out the song, and Pll sit here doing nothing.” Just like she’d solved 
the puzzle while he was asleep. He could say anything he wanted about how 
smart he was, how brave, how strong. But the truth was, without magic, he was 
pretty much useless. 

He looked outside the cave entrance. The sun was dropping lower in the sky. 
There couldn’t be more than an hour or two before sunset. He looked back at the 
fairy. She didn’t appear how he’d expected a fairy to look. No upturned nose or 
pointed chin. In movies, fairies were practically supermodels with wings. This 
one looked like an ordinary person, only smaller. 

Fairies help the fores-s-s-st, the South Wind said. They urge plants-s-s-s to 
grow in the spring, and show animal-l-l-ls where to find food during the long, 
hard winters. 

That surprised him, too. He’d always imagined fairies tossing pixie dust, the 
bells on the tips of their pointy shoes ringing as they flew around giggling and 
causing trouble. He didn’t know they did actual work. “They must have 
powerful magic.” 

No. In fact, they-y-y-y have very little magic at al-l-l-l. That may be why the 
tribrac was able to cap-p-p-ture her so easily. 

Marcus looked again at the tiny figure. How much courage would it take to 
patrol a forest full of blood-thirsty creatures, when even the smallest of them 
could probably rip you limb from limb? 

“Do you have any idea what her song might have been about?” 

No one kno-o-o-ows, except for her, the South Wind whispered. You can only 
discover it by looking into her soul. 

Sorry, he thought to himself, I left my X-ray soul-viewing glasses at home. 
Still, he looked at the still figure and tried to imagine what she loved. The forest, 
of course, or she wouldn’t have spent all her time flitting around the mountains. 
And animals, maybe. What would she sing about? 

I’ve been working in the forest, all the live-long day? No, that was totally 
lame. 

The problem was, all he could think of were jingles and sappy country songs, 
and he didn’t think the fairy worried about cleaner dishes or spent lots of time in 
bars wondering why her ex-boyfriend left her for a younger woman with a nicer 


car. 

“Why did she come here anyway?” he asked, touching the fairy’s tiny cold 
hand. “Was it part of her . . . job?” 

No, the South Wind sighed. It would be much too-o-o-o dangerous. 

“Did the creature capture her outside and bring her here?” 

I doubt th-a-a-a-t. In the open, she could easily elude a tribra-a-a-ac. 

So she didn’t come here because she wanted to, and she wasn’t captured. 
What did that leave? As tiny as she was, the only reason she’d come here was if . 
. . if the tribrac had something she wanted badly. 

He looked around the cavern. Lots of bones. A bed of smelly, dried grass. 
Shards of rock. None of that seemed to appeal to a fairy. But what if the thing 
she was searching for was hidden? Marcus couldn’t climb a mountain. But 
maybe finding what the fairy had been looking for could help anyway. Sorting 
through the sticks and logs, he found a branch just about the right size to work as 
a crutch. 

“Let’s see what this tribrac was up to.” 


Chapter 32 


Heart 


Kyja eased to within three feet of the icy chasm standing between her and 


the summit she’d been climbing toward for the last hour. Her stomach clenched. 
“There has to be another way.” 

There is no-o-o-o other path which will let you-u-u-u reach the peak before 
sunset. Frigid air swirled across the snow-covered ground, creating whirlwinds 
of ice biting at her arms and legs. 

Chewing her lip, she stared into the drop. It was at least ten feet across and 
hundreds of feet down. The ground on both sides was covered with ice and 
snow. She couldn’t possibly cross it. Even standing this close made her head 
swim. 

She couldn’t count on the North Wind for help. He’d been nothing but a 
nuisance the entire climb—blinding her with flurries of snow or rocking her 
balance with micro-bursts of cold wind. It was as if he wanted her to fail. Why 
couldn’t the South Wind have joined her instead of staying with Marcus? 

Thinking of Marcus brought back the guilt of leaving him. He was so sick. He 
shouldn’t be alone in that dank cave. But what choice did she have? If she wasn’t 
back with the fairy’s heart in—she checked the horizon where the sun was 
sinking dangerously low—in an hour and a half at most, they would fail this test 
and lose their chance to reach the Augur Well. 

If only she had Marcus’s courage. He would take one look at this opening, 
tuck his staff under his arm, and jump. And the crazy thing was, he’d find a way 
to land on the other side. He was the kind of person who saw a challenge and 
immediately overcame it. She, on the other hand, needed to look at things from a 
dozen different angles—questioning herself about which was the best choice. 

The only time she didn’t hesitate was when she acted impulsively—out of 
emotion instead of logic. Like when she’d seen the fairy in the grip of the 
tribrac. She hadn’t thought that through—hadn’t considered that the creature 
would tear her apart. And she certainly hadn’t known she had magic at the time. 
She’d just acted. 

Was there any way she could do that now? Could she set aside all of her fears 
and doubts and let her instincts carry her across the chasm? Physical strength 


alone wouldn’t be enough. She didn’t have the muscles or grace to make that 
kind of a jump. 

Which left magic. 

Magic. The thought made her giddy and terrified at the same time. She had 
magic. The thing she’d longed for her entire life. Marcus was surprised she’d 
mastered it so quickly—without even knowing she was doing it. But it came as 
no shock to her. During all those years of studying, of seeing other students 
succeed while she failed, she’d known—known—that if she ever had the chance, 
she could do magic better than all of them. 

She’d studied so hard, practiced so diligently, instinctively understanding how 
the elements combined and merged. Up until the point where she was asked to 
leave the academy, she’d mastered every part of magic—except actually having 
it. 

And now that she possessed it, she was terrified she’d been wrong. What if 
she could finally use magic, but still failed miserably? 

Time is-s-s-s pass-s-s-ing, the North Wind said. Whether he was happy about 
that, sad, or indifferent, she had no idea. But time was passing, and standing here 
wasn’t going to solve anything. She needed air magic to get across—the most 
unpredictable of all magic, whimsical and light. Exactly the things she wasn’t. 
Could she call on air magic when she was facing one of her greatest fears? 

“You have to do it,” she told herself. 

A gust of cold wind blew at her back. Was that encouragement? 

She set her feet and stared not into the chasm, but across it, to the other side, 
marking the spot where she would land. She began to rehearse in her mind what 
she would do, where she would jump, when she would use magic, and realized 
that was exactly the wrong thing to do. If she was going to succeed, she had to 
do it on instinct alone. 

“For you,” she whispered, and surprisingly she didn’t see the fairy in her 
head, but Marcus. Tensing her muscles, she took three deep breaths, leaned 
forward, and ran. 

Snow and rocks passed beneath her feet in a blur, but she wasn’t watching 
them. Her eyes were fixed on the spot she’d jump from and where she’d land. 
Three steps, two, one. She set her foot to leap and her boot slipped on the icy 
ground. Flailing her arms, she tried to push off, but she had no traction. 

She clumsily launched into the air. Her speed wasn’t enough; she wouldn’t 
reach the other side. She looked down. Icy rocks hundreds of feet below jutted 
up like spears. Fear surged through her body, and with it, desperation. Like a 
scream in the night, she called on air magic with every ounce of desire in her 
body. For a moment, nothing happened. Then a gust of air rose out of the chasm, 


lifting and pushing her. The thrill was intoxicating. 

But would it be enough? She stretched out her arms, clawing for the other 
side. She was still going to be inches short. Her fingers would just miss the far 
cliff. Like a giant hand, a blast of arctic air slapped her forward. Her hands 
caught the edge, slipped, pulled. She was across, rolling on snow-covered 
ground. She’d made it! 

Laughing and screaming like a little girl, she raised her hands and danced in 
the snow—her feet leaving a pattern of crazy circles in the white powder. She’d 
used magic under the most trying of circumstances. Maybe not perfectly, but 
well enough. Who knew how good she could become with practice? She held 
her arms out wide and shouted at the top of her lungs, “I. Have. Magic!” 

Magic, magic, magic, her words echoed back to her. 

The rest of the climb was surprisingly easy. Whether it was because she was 
unconsciously using magic or because she’d finally managed to set aside her 
fear, before she knew it, she’d reached the top of the peak. Standing on a granite 
outcropping several feet back from the edge—she hadn’t lost her fear of heights 
completely—she stared in awe at the amazing view. Through the crisp, blue air 
she could see forever—hundreds of miles of woods, meadows, valleys and rivers 
unrolled before her eyes. 

She could have stood there marveling at the majestic vista for hours, but the 
lower edge of the sun was nearly touching the horizon. “Where’s the sanctum?” 
she asked. 

A gust revealed a tiny rill in the fresh snow. Digging into the bank—using a 
small amount of fire magic to keep her fingers from freezing—she found a 
crevice in the rock below. It was a tight fit, clearly designed for a body much 
smaller than hers. But she managed to wriggle into the crack. 

After the blinding light of the afternoon sun reflecting off the snowy ground, 
it took her eyes several moments to adjust to the dark opening. Finally she could 
see enough to make out the confines of a small cave. Unlike the tribrac’s den, 
this cave seemed homey. Delicate shelves held shiny rocks, vases of flowers, a 
nest of fresh grass, and even a small, perfectly formed pinecone. 

In the very back, Kyja saw something glowing blue. She reached out, and her 
fingers closed around a glass bottle no bigger than the tip of her thumb. It 
seemed to tingle in her hand. She looked around the rest of the room, searching 
for some hint to the fairy’s song, but nothing stood out. 

After struggling back to the surface, she checked the sun. It was now touching 
the surface of the horizon. She had half an hour at most before it set completely. 

“Which is the quickest way back?” she asked. 

The wind swirled for a moment before blowing straight down the side of a 


nearly sheer slope. It would have been impossible to climb, even with magic. 
But she might be able to make it down. Holding the bottle tight in her fist, she 
spread her arms for balance. She ignored the voice inside her head that told her 
she was crazy and raced along the side of the mountain. 

Somehow, between air magic and the guidance of the North Wind that now 
seemed to be rooting for her, she made it to the bottom of the slope with only a 
few falls and no broken bones—and the crystal bottle intact. As soon as she 
reached the edge of the woods, she broke into an all-out run. Only a sliver of 
sunlight still showed in the western sky when the tribrac’s cavern came into 
view. 

Racing through the trees, the bottle clutched in her hand, she was nearly to 
the entrance when an ear-splitting roar echoed through the opening. 


Chapter 33 


Song 


Marcus pressed his face to a crack so small he could barely get his finger in 


it. He had no idea how something as clumsy as the tribrac would hide anything 
there, but he’d looked every other place the creature might have stashed 
something important enough to tempt the fairy. “Can you see anything?” he 
asked the South Wind. 

A warm breeze blew out from the crack. Nothing but a set of lizard bones. 

“Terrific.” Marcus hobbled to the fire and collapsed on the ground. That 
would make a great song—Ode to a Dead Lizard. 

He rested his aching head against the cave wall. “Don’t know why I thought I 
could do this anyway,” he muttered. 

If you have done your bes-s-s-t, i-i-i-i-t is all you can ask, the South Wind 
said. 

“I have done my best.” Not that it was much to talk about. He’d hobbled 
around the cave like a ninety-year-old man with arthritis, sifting through animal 
bones, bits of dried meat, and other things too disgusting to think about. Big 
deal. If his life were ever on the line, he hoped there would be someone better 
than him on the job. 

Someone like Kyja. 

She’d stare at the fairy, create some kind of psychic connection, and discover 
her song with hours to spare. 

He didn’t realize he’d spoken out loud until the South Wind asked, Your 
friend? 

“Yeah, my friend,” he said, staring gloomily into the fire. “She’s good at 
thinking things through and understanding people’s feelings—all that touchy- 
feely stuff. I’ve always been an act-first, think-later kind of guy. Maybe I’d have 
had an easier time on Earth if I’d have been a little more like her.” 

A small gust dried the perspiration from his sweaty forehead and kicked up 
the fire. Perhaps-s-s-s you can cha-a-ange? 

Change. That was a laugh. He was always telling other people to change, 
when that was one of the hardest things for him to do. Of course, he knew why 
he had trouble showing his feelings. They’d been hurt too often. Every time he 


started to make a friend, he’d moved or the person turned against him. Or, in the 
case of Elder Ephraim, died. Eventually Marcus had covered himself in a hard 
shell. If you didn’t feel, you didn’t have to worry about getting your feelings 
hurt. 

Could he change anymore even if he wanted to? Or had he become so fixed it 
was like he’d encased himself in concrete? The idea gnawed at him. He hated 
anyone telling him he couldn’t do anything. So why was he telling the same 
thing to himself? 

“What should I do?” he asked. 

Put yourself-f-f-f in her pla-a-a-a-ce. 

“Whose? The fairy’s, or Kyja’s?” He knew what Kyja would do. She’d try to 
see things from the fairy’s perspective. So he guessed the answer amounted to 
the same thing anyway. 

Looking at the fairy’s miniature features, he asked himself what she was 
doing here. What had drawn her? He gently ran a finger across the singed edges 
of her wings. They looked like they would go up in flames at the slightest heat. 
If he had wings like that, the last thing he’d do was go anywhere near a fire. 

Yet, when Marcus and Kyja arrived, she’d been practically right in it, bobbing 
and diving around the dancing flames as if... as if... a chill ran through his 
body, chattering his teeth. 

“Can you blow out the fire?” Marcus asked the South Wind. 

He could have sworn he heard her laugh. A moment later, a hurricane-force 
wind snuffed out the burning logs like a child blowing out a candle. Quickly, he 
snatched up a thin branch and began sifting through the embers. Something 
glinted amidst the blackened chunks of wood. He reached to touch it, sure it 
would burn his fingers, but the tiny object was cool. It looked like blown glass— 
the sort of thing you saw people making in malls back home—and he wondered 
how it had survived the heat. 

Tweezing it between his fingers, he blew away the ashes and sucked in his 
breath as he realized what it was. “A dawn chime,” he whispered. One of the 
little purple flowers that sang every morning as the sun rose. Once, Master 
Therapass had told him that, according to Tankum—the man who saved 
Marcus’s life at the cost of his own—dawn chimes were actually fairies who put 
down roots so they could be the first to welcome every new day. 

Master Therapass had urged him to listen to their song and try to understand 
it. At first, he’d wondered if the old man was crazy. The dawn chimes’ song 
sounded like just a bunch of notes. But the closer he listened, the more words 
he’d been able to make out. Later, after Master Therapass had been attacked by 
the Summoner, he’d actually thought he could hear the wizard’s voice in their 


song. 

“That’s what you came back for,” he said, holding the tiny glass flower in 
front of the fairy. “It must have been really important for you to risk the tribrac 
and the fire.” 

Could the glass flower have a song of its own? And was it possible to hear 
her song in it? Sweat dripped down his face as unnoticed as the shivers that were 
racking his body more and more. Gazing at the fragile purple petals, he tried to 
hear. 

First there was nothing. It was so hard to concentrate. His mind seemed fuzzy. 
As he was about to give up, a single note seemed to issue from the glass, as clear 
as a stream running fresh from a mountain spring. Another note joined in, and 
another. 

Something rustled around outside the cave entrance, but he couldn’t lose his 
focus. This was the song—her song. Only it wasn’t sung in human words, and it 
was going to take every bit of his concentration to understand it. 

It was a song glorifying the sun. That much he got. Celebrating the change 
from darkness to light. But it wasn’t just talking about day and night. It was 
talking about a battle between good and evil. The Dark Circle and . . . Sweat 
flooded out of his pores as he strove to understand. 

There had been a battle between the Dark Circle and the fairies over a 
thousand years ago. An army of dark wizards attacked during the spring 
equinox, when the fairies were least expecting it. The battle raged for days. 
Some of the fairies gave in, allowing themselves to be turned from creatures of 
light to something dark and terrible. But the rest fought on—even though they 
knew they had no chance of winning, even as they saw their ranks slaughtered 
by the bloodthirsty horde. The music resonated in his soul as unnoticed tears 
streamed from his eyes at the bravery of the fragile but indomitable creatures. 

At last, when all hope was lost, the last group of fairies— 

Something growled only a few feet away. Marcus looked up—and into the 
eyes of a tribrac. It bared its fangs at him, roaring with rage when it saw what he 
was holding. He had to run. But if he did, he would lose the rest of the song. The 
fairy would die. He didn’t know what made him do it. Maybe it was the fever. 
Maybe it was the song of the brave fairies still filling his heart. But on trembling 
legs, he rose to his feet, opened his mouth and sang the fairy’s song. 

He didn’t do it well. It was hard to translate some of the words, and his voice 
was rusty, with none of the bell-like clarity of the dawn chimes. But he sang true 
to what was in his soul. 

The tribrac should have killed him, but something in Marcus’s voice seemed 
to hold it back. In his hand, the glass flower began to glow. Other voices joined 


his. First, it was only the South Wind, picking up the melody and words where 
she could. Then new voices added to the song. The dawn chimes were supposed 
to come out only when the sun rose, but one by one, they raised their purple 
heads outside the cave entrance and united in chorus. Their voices strengthened 
his, helping when he stumbled, correcting when he translated wrong. In his hand, 
the flower shined with a brightness that forced the tribrac backward. 

He sang of how the fairies fought until no hope was left. How, at last, rather 
than surrender and be turned to creatures of dark magic, they put down their 
roots and committed to fight evil for the rest of their days as the flowers that 
glorified light every morning. 

“Her mother was one of those,” Marcus sobbed. With the last of his energy, 
he sang a tribute to the fairies who’d given their lives. He never saw the tribrac 
turn and run with a roar of frustration. Never heard Kyja scream his name. Never 
saw her pour the shining blue liquid into the fairy’s mouth, or watched as the 
tiny creature sat slowly up, marveling at the field filled from end to end with 
purple flowers singing her song. 

He had used the last of his energy, and before the song ended, he collapsed 
and passed out. 


Chapter 34 


The Last Choice 


I have to say I’m astounded,” Mr. Z said. They were in his study for the 


third time. But something was different. The room was still filled with books, 
but the light seemed brighter, the books less messy. And the dust was gone, as if 
someone had tidied things up while they were away. 

Kyja knelt on the floor, cradling Marcus’s head in her lap. His skin was sickly 
white, and while a moment before he had been burning up, now his cheeks felt 
cold and clammy. His breathing was so shallow she could barely see his chest 
rise and fall. ““You have to help him. He’s dying.” 

“He’s sleeping now,” the man said. “But he will expire soon if something 
isn’t done.” 

“Then do it!” Kyja snapped. 

Mr. Z seemed unexpectedly solemn. He wore none of his ridiculous glasses, 
and his hat was settled straight on his head. Even the stack of books he sat on 
looked solid. “That is up to you.” 

“What do you mean?” Kyja asked, holding Marcus’s hand. “If this is another 
one of your tricks . . .” 

“No trick.” The man laced his fingers together, opened and spread them flat 
on the desk, then folded them again. “I’m completely sincere when I say I am 
astounded, amazed, flabbergasted. Less than three percent of the applicants make 
it through the second test. And none came to me with your inherent .. . 
weaknesses.” 

“Then give us the key,” she said, choosing to ignore his veiled insult. She 
looked down at Marcus, running a hand over his brow. 

“There is one more test.” 

“No!” Kyja shouted. “No more tests. He can’t survive it.” 

“Tt’s not him I’m worried about,” Mr. Z said. Something in his voice made 
Kyja look up. “You’ve done an outstanding job on your first two. If I didn’t 
know better, I’d think . . . But that’s nonsense.” He waved his hand, then pointed 
a finger at Kyja. “I am here to make you an offer.” 

“What kind of offer?” Kyja expected a trap, yet all she sensed from the man 
was sincerity. 


“Don’t take the last test. If you skip it, I will return your friend to full health 
and place you anywhere on Farworld you wish.” He lifted the green stone from 
his desk and tossed it into the air, catching it in his palm. “Ill throw my 
paperweight into the bargain,” he said with a raised eyebrow. “There are those 
who might consider it rather valuable.” 

Kyja narrowed her eyes. “Why would you do that?” The offer sounded too 
good to be true. 

“Because I’m a sucker.” Mr. Z pulled out his scarf and gave his nose a loud 
honk. “A sucker and a patsy. But surprisingly, I’ve come to, if not like, then at 
least appreciate the two of you. You seem almost... human, which I have to say 
is quite rare in humans. The truth of the matter is, there is no way to win the last 
test; you can only lose. I don’t want to see you go through that kind of pain. So I 
propose to throw the competition now. I urge you to take this offer. I’ve never 
made it before, and I could change my mind at any moment.” 

Kyja looked for a loophole but couldn’t see any. “And the land elementals?” 

Mr. Z frowned. “What about them?” 

“We need to find a land elemental so we can open a drift between Farworld 
and Earth. It’s why we’re here.” 

“T’m afraid that isn’t possible.” 

“Why not?” she asked, her voice quiet. She thought she knew where this was 
going now. It was a choice she didn’t want to make—couldn’t be asked to. 

“I do not control the land elementals,” the little man said, folding his arms. 
“But as you may know, they have not been seen for some time. It is possible— 
even probable—that the land elementals no longer exist.” 

“But I thought...” 

Mr. Z pulled out his pocket watch. “There is very little time left. Once you 
move to the last test, you’re beyond my ability to help. Take my offer now. Save 
yourself pain you can’t imagine. I have nothing against stacking the deck. I’ve 
done it on more than one occasion for myself. But the odds are not just stacked 
against you this time. You will lose.” 

This wasn’t fair. Why was he asking it of her? If she said yes, Marcus would 
live. But what would he say when he discovered she’d given up any chance of 
opening a drift and returning him to the world where he belonged? If Mr. Z 
could be trusted, she was guaranteed to fail the last test. Then Marcus would die. 
And it might all be for nothing anyway if the land elementals were really gone 
for good. 

“What kind of test is it?” she asked. “How do you know Pll lose?” 

“The time for questions is over,” Mr. Z said, urgency clear in his voice. 
“Make your decision now!” 


She looked down at Marcus. What would he say if he was the one making the 
decision? She knew what he’d say. She squeezed his hand, looked the little man 
in the eyes and said, “Pll take my chances.” 

Instantly, she found herself standing in a bank of brilliant white fog. She held 
her hand in front of her face, but even when she touched her palm to the tip of 
her nose, she still couldn’t see anything. It wasn’t just fog then. It was like being 
in a pitch black cave, only in this case, it was pitch white. How could that be? If 
total darkness was a complete lack of light, was this the opposite? A light so 
complete it blinded? 

“Marcus?” She knelt and ran her hands across the smooth floor until her 
fingers found his body. She put her hand to his chest and sighed with relief when 
it gently rose and fell. 

“Why are you here?” The voice was neither loud nor soft, male nor female. It 
came from no single direction, but rather seemed to originate from the light 
itself. It wasn’t demanding in any way or threatening, but Kyja felt her mouth go 
dry. 

Reluctant to leave Marcus, she rose slowly to her feet. Her heart pounded. Mr. 
Z had promised she would fail this test—that she would lose no matter what. So 
why was she here? Dozens of answers raced through her mind. Because she 
needed to find a land elemental. Because she had to get to the Augur Well. To 
open a doorway. To save Marcus. To save her world . . . and his. Because she 
had no choice. All of those were true except for the last. 

The voice asked again. “Why are you here?” 

“Because .. .” She licked her lips. “Because I chose to come.” 

“How did you get here?” 

What kind of question was that? She had no idea how she got here. One 
minute she was standing in a room full of books with a strange little man, and 
the next minute she was here. That couldn’t be what the voice meant. 

How had she come all the way from sleeping in the Goddnuffs’ barn— 
dreaming of learning enough magic to move a hairclip—to this? In her mind, she 
saw all the events that had brought her to this point—from the first time she saw 
Marcus in the aptura discerna to their decision to search for the elementals 
despite the fact that no one even knew they existed. 

She remembered the times she couldn’t make it on her own and Marcus had 
stepped in to help her, the times she’d seen him struggling and had known it was 
her turn to pull him up. She thought about the first test with the rafts and the 
crazy swamp monkeys. Marcus’s impulsiveness had nearly got him killed. Her 
stubbornness hadn’t let her consider different options. But her logic and his 
quick action had ultimately solved the puzzle. In the second test, they’d switched 


roles. She was the one taking chances, and he was the one thinking things 
through. 

“We got here together.” 

“And what is it you desire?” the voice asked. 

This question wasn’t one she’d been expecting, and it made her anxious that 
she couldn’t understand where things were heading. How could she keep from 
failing if she didn’t even comprehend the test? All the time, Marcus was getting 
sicker and sicker. 

“What do I desire?” she said, feeling heat rise to her chest. “I want to get to 
the Augur Well. I want to find a land elemental and return Marcus to Earth. I 
want to open a drift and do whatever we’re supposed to do to save our worlds, 
then go back to being a kid. But most of all, I want to stop playing these stupid 
games!” 

“Answer one last question, and you may leave,” the voice said. 

Like a flame being doused in icy water, Kyja felt the heat of anger replaced 
with cold dread. She remembered Mr. Z’s words, You will lose. At that moment 
she wished desperately that she had accepted his offer. 

“What will you pay?” 

“T don’t understand,” Kyja said. 

“There are those who are saved, and those who save,” the voice said. “You 
have chosen to save both your friend and your world. You cannot be a savior 
without a sacrifice. What will you sacrifice?” 

In the blinding white mist, Kyja shrugged. She was willing to pay whatever it 
wanted, but she had nothing to give. She had no money. What few possessions 
she’d had before were destroyed when the Thrathkin S’Bae demolished 
Goodnuffs’ farm. Even the gold from Cascade and the rest of the Trill Stones 
were in her bag somewhere back in Land Keep. That must be what Mr. Z meant 
—there was no way she could pass this test because she had nothing to sacrifice. 

“Tt’s not fair!” she shouted. “I don’t have anything to give.” 

“What will you pay?” the voice repeated. 

What was the voice looking for? If she’d had gold she’d have given it already. 
Land, buildings, anything—wealth meant nothing to her. The only thing she’d 
ever really cared about was... 

Sudden realization dawned on her, and her body went ice-cold. Mr. Z hadn’t 
said she would fail—he’d said she would lose. Lose what? 

“No,” she whispered, her lips numb. There was only one thing she’d ever 
wanted in her life. Only one thing she’d cared about. Since she was a little girl 
she’d dreamed of it. Even though she said she’d given up hope, in the back of 
her mind, she’d always kept a tiny flame burning with the thought that someday, 


somehow ... 

And now she finally had it. 

“No.” She shook her head violently back and forth. “Not that. Anything but 
that.” 

The voice was silent. 

This was too much to ask. If she’d never felt magic coursing through her, she 
could have given it up freely. But she’d had a chance to see what her life could 
be like with it. It was everything she’d imagined and more. And she was good at 
it. Maybe better than good! It was like giving a person who’d been blind all their 
life sight, only to ask for it back that same day. 

“My eyes—take my eyes! Or take my hearing!” she shouted, balling her fists. 
“You can have my arms and legs. I'll crawl like Marcus if I have to.” 

She couldn t give up her magic. Not for Earth. Not for Farworld. Not even for 
Marcus. It was the only thing she’d ever owned in her life that meant something 
to her. She’d rather die than lose it now. 

“I won't,” she said, her entire body shaking. “I can’t.” 

She imagined how proud Master Therapass would be to see how she’d 
mastered his lessons. Only when she pictured him, the old wizard wasn’t 
beaming at what she’d accomplished. He was shaking his head, and his words 
returned to her. 

The real power of magic lies within you. Who you are, what you do, and most 
importantly of all, what you may become. 

Was this the only way then? Did everything have to be so hard? Maybe the 
sacrifice really was just a test. Maybe she wouldn’t really lose her magic if she 
said she was willing to give it up. 

But she already knew the answer to that. 

“What will you pay?” 

Hot tears burned her cheeks as she lifted her head. 

“I give... my magic.” 


Chapter 35 


Mouth to Ear 


Ires done, then?” Kyja asked Mr. Z after she and Marcus returned to his 


study for what she hoped was the last time. 

“I believe this is yours,” he said, removing the brass key from his coat pocket. 

Kyja took the key, hoping it would be worth what she’d paid for it, and 
knowing that, in some ways, it never could be. “Is my magic gone already?” 

Mr. Z shrugged his shoulders. “Today, tomorrow. If not now, soon.” 

“Tt was all real, then? This room? The rafts? The fairy?” 

“Haven’t you learned by now? Everything is real to she who experiences it, 
and nothing is completely real to anyone else.” 

“Where’s the Augur Well?” 

“Left out the hall. First door on your right. Or is it the third?” he said, with a 
trace of a smile. “Remember, even an oracle can get things wrong sometimes. Or 
maybe we just misinterpret what we hear.” 

“Thanks for the advice.” She picked up Marcus’s staff and lugged him to his 
feet. 

“Fairy ... song,” he mumbled, swaying. 

“He’s lucky to have you.” The little man dabbed at his eyes with his scarf and 
blew his nose. 

“We’re lucky to have each other,” Kyja said. “Will we ever run into you 
again?” 

Mr. Z narrowed his eyes. “Would you want to?” 

Kyja managed a small smile of her own. “I’ve never seen an actual snail 
joust.” 

“Then perhaps we will,” the man said. 

She started for the door, Marcus stumbling at her side, and turned back. “Who 
are you really, Mr. Z?” 

But the man was gone. 

“Figures,” she murmured. 

It wasn’t a long walk to the first door on the right, but halfway there, Marcus 
seemed to wake up a little. “Where are we?” he asked groggily. 

“On our way to the Augur Well.” 


“We passed, then?” 

She felt a little of his weight lighten from her shoulder as he grew more 
steady on his feet. “We did. You were great.” 

“Were there any other tests?” 

“One.” Running her free hand along the wall, she felt the rough wood of a 
door. Halfway down, her fingers located a keyhole. 

“Was it hard?” he asked. “I’m sorry I didn’t help.” 

“Oh, you did.” She shifted the key to her right hand and the staff to her left. 
“Do you think you can stand on your own?” 

“I think so.” In the darkness, she felt Marcus take the staff. 

She reached toward the lock with the tip of the key, fumbled it for a moment, 
and finally slipped it into the hole. Work, she whispered to herself. She turned 
the key and heard an audible click. 

“Should we make a plan?” Marcus asked. 

In the darkness, she couldn’t tell whether he was joking, but it didn’t matter; 
she was done with planning—at least for today. She pushed the door open, and a 
flood of pink light filled the hallway. 

They stepped through the doorway together and found themselves looking at 
a staircase winding downward. The walls, floor and steps were made of glowing 
pink crystal. Marcus groaned. “They couldn’t have provided an elevator?” 

She knew he was joking, but could see real apprehension on his face as he 
eyed the steep stairs. “I’ll help you.” Kyja put her shoulder under his left arm. 

“T can handle it,” he said, but didn’t complain as she supported him one step 
at a time. 

At last the stairs ended in an arched doorway so low Marcus had to duck to 
get through. As they came out the other side, he stared at the walls and frowned. 
“What is this?’ 

They stood in a circular room. Curved pink walls rose as high as Kyja could 
see, making it look like they were standing at the bottom of a well. But it was the 
first five or six feet of the walls that held her attention. Other than the opening 
they’d come through, the entire surface of the walls was decorated with a variety 
of crystal mouths and ears up to the height of the doorway. 

Half the room was covered in lips, muzzles, bills, and beaks. There was what 
looked like an alligator jaw filled with glittering pink teeth, thick lips that looked 
like they might have been smiling if it hadn’t been for the foot-long tusks 
curving out, a narrow beak that was at least eighteen inches long, and even 
something that could have been a fish mouth. The other half of the room had 
ears that seemed to belong to as many different species. 

As they reached the center of the room, the arched door disappeared. 


“T am the Augur Well,” the mouths, muzzles, lips and beaks said as one. 
“Why do you seek me?” 

Kyja glanced at Marcus and answered for them. “We come seeking 
knowledge,” she said. Many of the ears seemed to move or flick as she spoke. 

“You shall be granted one question,” the mouths said. “But first, I will foretell 
of things to come. Things both good and bad. Things that may help or hinder, 
depending on how you use them. Things which may lighten your loads or burden 
your hearts.” 

“Okay,” Marcus said, sweat shining on his forehead. “Go ahead.” 

At once the mouths began to talk, but it was impossible to make out what 
they were saying. All of them talked over each other. The voices echoed and 
bounced off the walls in a cacophony of noise. 

“Can. You. Understand?” Marcus mouthed. 

“No!” she mouthed back. 

“Be quiet!” she shouted over the noise. The mouths kept chattering, 
screeching and howling words she couldn’t make out. 

Retreating from the assault of voices, they backed to the side of the room with 
the ears. The noise was still intolerable, but at least they could hear each other if 
they shouted. 

“What are they saying?” Marcus yelled. 

“I have no idea!” If she concentrated, she could make out a word here or 
there, but not enough to understand even a sentence. The noise sounded like a 
riot in a forest. Something brushed up against her arm. What looked like the ear 
of a mouse or some other small rodent quivered. All the ears seemed to be 
reacting to the noise in one way or another. 

“Stay here!” she shouted. 

Marcus nodded. 

Dropping to the floor, where the sound didn’t seem quite as bad, she found a 
fur-covered muzzle and crawled up next to it. She placed her ear as close to the 
lips as she could, trying to concentrate on its words. It was hard to make 
anything out, but the mouth seemed to be repeating something over and over. 
She tried to block out all the other noise and focus just on this one, deep voice. 

“What . . . floats.” 

She got that much. 

“What... floats...in...the... hair...” 

Hair? 

She tried again. “What floats in the . . . air.” Not hair. Air. 

Little by little, she got the entire message. “What floats in the air, burrows in 
the ground, wears away mountains, and creates life wherever it goes?” 


It was a question. A riddle? She hurried back to Marcus and repeated the 
riddle. It took her several tries, but at last he seemed to understand. 

“What floats, burrows, wears things down, and creates life,” he repeated, his 
brow furrowed. “Water!” he shouted. Beside him a pointy ear glowed briefly for 
a moment. 

Kyja looked back at the muzzle. It had stopped talking. “It’s another puzzle!” 
she shouted, pointing at the silent mouth. 

Marcus nodded. “Do we have to do all of them?” 

She shrugged and motioned for him to stay by the ears while she listened to 
the mouths. 

For the next hour they listened and called out answers. Some of the riddles 
were hard, while others were absurdly simple. But one by one, they answered 
them all. At first Kyja focused on listening while Marcus came up with the 
answers. Later they switched places. Early on, it was almost impossible to make 
out what was being said, and they had to yell directly into each other’s ears. But 
as more of the mouths quieted, the task became easier. 

At last they answered the final riddle from the last mouth—which looked like 
a bullfrog—and it closed with a wet-sounding plop. 

“Whew!” Kyja sighed. “My ears are going to ring for a week.” 

“T know what you mean,” Marcus said, dropping to the floor. “I feel like I can 
still hear all the voices shouting in my head.” 

“You have done well,” the mouths spoke together. “Before you can truly hear, 
you must learn to listen.” 

“We hear you,” Marcus said. 

“Then listen well and remember.” 

Kyja stiffened. Would this be another situation where she wished she’d never 
come? 

“Three will join you,” pronounced a crystal bill. “One will reveal his true 
nature. One will cross far distances. One will break the bands of death itself.” 

“Betrayal will find you,” spoke a tusked jaw. 

“A key will provide great power and great danger,” growled a furry muzzle. 

“One of you has family seeking you,” spoke a high-pitched feminine voice. 
Marcus and Kyja looked to each other wide-eyed. 

“Dreams will speak to you,” chirped a tiny beak. “But listen carefully, or be 
deceived.” 

“One of you is a thief,” grunted the alligator mouth. “One of you is a liar.” 

“Old enemies-s-s will return,” hissed what looked like a dragon. 

“That is all,” the mouths said as one. “You may now ask your question.” 

Kyja took a deep breath. She didn’t understand most of what she’d just heard. 


What if the answer to their question was just as confusing? 

“Go ahead,” Marcus whispered. 

Kyja swallowed. “Where can we find a land elemental?” 

For a moment all of the mouths were silent. Then they spoke in unison. “You 
will never find a single land elemental.” 


Interlude 


A Dark Past 


Terra ne Staric 

Dinslith turned on Dolan, his hands bunching the zentan’s robe in anger. 
“Why have you locked up my master wizard?” he shouted. “You told me he was 
dead! You lied to me.” He yanked the man toward him. 

A sharp cracking sound split the air, and the high lord was thrown across the 
hallway in a flash of blinding blue sparks. The fingers he’d been holding the 
zentan with burned as though he’d just pulled them from a roaring fire. 

“Do not lay hands on a Keeper of the Balance!” Dolan roared, rising to his 
full height so he looked down on the high lord. “Do not trifle with powers 
beyond you, or you may soon find the Balance no longer swings in your favor.” 

Dinslith gingerly touched his burned hands together. His protections as high 
lord should have blocked any damaging spells aimed at him within Terra ne 
Staric. 

Exactly what he had allowed to enter the gates of his city? 

Master Therapass let his eyes roam the round room beyond the bars of his cell 
as though seeing something no one else could. “When the Ishkabiddle invites the 
viper to dine, the Ishkabiddle must first understand what—or who—the main 
course will be.” 

Zentan Dolan’s face tightened for a moment. Then he clasped his hands, 
bowed his head humbly, and released a deep sigh. When he looked up at 
Dinslith, his eyes were again calm. “I apologize, your Lordship. Pm afraid my 
temper got the best of me. I should have told you of the prisoner’s capture. I was 
afraid you might interfere based on your friendship. But I did not lie. The man 
you knew as a trustworthy instructor and faithful advisor is dead. The pitiful 
creature in that cage has turned against you.” 

“Therapass against me?” The high lord wiped a palm across his damp 
forehead. He looked to the wizard. “Is this true?” 

Master Therapass moved close enough to the bars of his cell for his face to 
emerge from the shadows. High Lord Dinslith sucked in a mouthful of air at the 
sight of his old friend’s face. A ragged scar ran from just above the wizard’s right 
eyebrow, across his forehead, and disappeared under his shaggy gray hair by his 


left temple. His cheeks had a sunken, hungry look to them, like Rashden’s. But 
the old wizard’s eyes flashed in the light of the flickering torch. 

“Have I turned against you?” He tugged on the tip of his beard. “I am against 
any person or organization that sees fit to place one group of people below 
another. I am against anyone who believes it is their duty to redistribute power 
from the low-born to the high-born. I stand firmly against that creature claiming 
to advise you. But no, I am not against you, High Lord.” 

Dinslith looked from the wizard to the zentan. He felt trapped between two 
dangerous forces, and his head still buzzed from the force of the shock he’d 
received from the zentan. The wizard had been a friend and defender to the city 
all his life. 

“You speak of betrayal,” he said, eyeing the white-robed zentan. “Yet, I have 
heard no proof. If you feel Master Therapass is guilty of crimes against the 
tower, we will arrange a trial. Until then, I want him freed at once.” 

“That is not wise.” Zentan Dolan’s voice was soft but carried an icy edge to it 
that made the high lord uncomfortable. “Your—wizard—has not been honest 
with you. He has personally upset the balance of Farworld. Has he told you that 
thirteen years ago, he found the child destined to save our world? Has he told 
you how he sent that boy to another world called Earth, and then took a girl from 
that world, upsetting the balance of magic in both worlds and opening the way 
for the rebirth of the Dark Circle?” 

He laughed at the shocked look on Dinslith’s face. “Ask him to deny it.” 

Dinslith turned to Master Therapass. “Is this true?” 

The wizard nodded. “I saved the boy from certain death at the hands of 
Thrathkin S’Bae and an army of Fallen Ones. I watched my best friend Tankum 
fall while protecting the boy from the Dark Circle. Sending the babe to Earth 
was the only way to preserve his life.” 

“But why didn’t you tell me?” Dinslith asked, stunned that such important 
information should have been kept from him. 

“Until I understood the situation more completely, it was far too dangerous to 
both the children and to Farworld to reveal their secret. I hoped the Dark Circle 
thought they were both dead. If word had gotten out that they were alive, it 
would have put them in extreme peril.” 

“So the old man says,” the zentan snarled. “Yet for years, he withheld 
information vital to the well-being of Farworld and conveniently removed the 
only real threat to the Dark Circle.” 

High Lord Dinslith rubbed his pounding forehead with the tips of his fingers. 
He found it hard to think here in the dark and cold. It was almost as though the 
dank walls sucked away his concentration. 


The zentan leaned close to the high lord. “If he speaks the truth, have him 
prove it. Have him bring the boy and the girl here so you may question them 
personally.” 

Dinslith nodded to Therapass. “If I free you, you must return the children to 
us at once. The fate of worlds is not something that rests upon the shoulders of 
one man.” 

Therapass’s shoulders slumped as he gave a low sigh. “I cannot do that 
without putting them in extreme danger, High Lord. Even as we speak, they are 
pursued by the forces of the Dark Circle. If Kyja hadn’t escaped Terra ne Staric 
when she did, she would have died at the hands of the Thrathkin S’Bae along 
with the rest of the Goodnuffs.” 

“Kyja?” the high lord asked. “The girl with no magic? What does she have to 
do with this?” 

“Ask him where she is,” Zentan Dolan said, his eyes glittering. “And why he 
will not produce the boy.” 

Therapass glared at the zentan then turned to Dinslith. “High Lord, you must 
trust me. Knowingly or unknowingly, the Keepers are serving the Dark Circle. 
Do you think it any coincidence that he arrived here the same day as the 
Thrathkin S’Bae? I dare not say anything more without forfeiting what little 
safety the children have. But if you set me free, I can help them.” 

“Help them?” Dolan sneered. “Or destroy them once and for all? You speak 
of fighting against the power of the Dark Circle. You accuse me of serving them. 
And yet it is you who cannot be trusted. Don’t you think it’s time you tell the 
high lord about your true bond with the Master of Lies?” 

Dinslith looked from the wizard to the zentan, clearly confused. “What is he 
talking about?” he asked his old friend. 

The wizard refused to look away from Dinslith’s gaze, but in the light of the 
flickering torches, the high lord thought he saw something like pain cross the old 
man’s eyes. Master Therapass ran a tongue across his cracked lips. “I have made 
mistakes in the past. And I have learned from those mistakes.” 

Grinning in victory, the zentan took the high lord’s arm in his. “Your so-called 
master wizard claims to oppose darkness. He claims to have battled to save the 
child’s life. But it is a lie. He tried to kill the child himself, and when that failed, 
he sent him as far away as possible, hoping no one would find the boy until it 
was too late. He says he fights against the Thrathkin S’Bae, but that is a lie as 
well. He is, in fact a dark wizard himself. He trained with the Dark Circle.” 

Dinslith felt as if he’d been slapped across the face. He turned a desperate 
gaze on the wizard whom he’d loved like a father. Could such a story be true? 

“Did you . . .” He swallowed—a dry click sounding in his suddenly parched 


throat. “Did you do what he says?” 

“T did everything I could to save Marcus. I would have gladly joined Tankum 
in giving my life, if it would have helped,” the wizard said, his voice filled with 
pain, his eyes wet. “And yes, I once turned to the power of dark magic. It was a 
mistake I will regret to the end of my life. But I am not a dark wizard. I do not 
serve the Dark Circle. I have never, nor would I ever, do anything to put 
Farworld or this city in danger.” 

“Lies!” The zentan shouted. “You speak of equality, but you are the most 
power-hungry wizard of all. It was your thirst for power that drove you to the 
side of black magic. Your pride convinced you that you could harness that power 
without becoming corrupted. You show your dark side every time you turn into a 
wolf. Beast transformation is what allows the Thrathkin S’Bae to assume their 
snake form. Only through the corrupt magic of the Dark Circle is such a 
transformation possible.” 

The zentan pointed a thin, white finger at the wizard. “He has betrayed you, 
High Lord. Not only did he remove the girl from the city, but he also returned to 
steal something of great power from you. Allow me to use whatever means 
necessary to question him, and I will obtain the item.” 

High Lord Dinslith felt sick. His stomach burned, and his brains felt as 
though they were being sucked from his ears. “What is this item?” he asked 
dully. 

For a moment the zentan didn’t answer. Then he shook his head. “I don’t 
know.” 

Dinslith turned to Therapass. “Give me some reason to believe you. If you 
have taken something from the tower, admit your crime and plead for the 
leniency of the court.” 

“T cannot,” the wizard whispered. “I am sorry.” He dropped his eyes. 
“Perhaps if I had a . . . a drink of water? My throat is parched.” 

The high lord waved his hand, and called out, “Guard!” 

The zentan stepped forward. “Allow me.” At the touch of his hand, the iron 
door swung open. Upon entering the room, he scooped a ladle of water from a 
dark wooden bucket. As Dinslith watched him cross the circular room to the cell, 
he thought for just a moment that something shimmered in the murky gloom. 
When he blinked, it was gone. 

The zentan approached the cell cautiously and held the dipper to the bars. As 
the wizard’s fingers closed around it, the zentan jerked the water away, spilling a 
small puddle onto the dusty stone floor. Dolan’s lips curved in a mocking grin. 
“Not so fast. First tell me about the item you took. What does it look like? Is it a 
book? A charm?” 


The wizard raised a bushy gray eyebrow. “I do not know whether you are a 
fool, a puppet, or both. But the fact that your master doesn’t even know what he 
is looking for should concern you. Perhaps you should reconsider who you side 
with.” 

With a growl of rage, the zentan threw the ladle to the floor, sending the water 
splashing out of reach. “You fool!” he screeched. “You will tell me everything. 
And when you have nothing more to tell, you will pray that you did. But you 
will never leave this cell. Never!” 

The zentan waved his hand, and this time High Lord Dinslith was sure he saw 
something shimmer in the air. Instantly the wizard fell to the ground, his body 
writhing in pain. A wet, smacking sound echoed through the small chamber. 

“Come, my lord,” the zentan said, closing the door, and pulling Dinslith back 
toward the stairs. “This is not something you need to witness.” 

The high lord nodded. For a moment he’d felt as if his stomach was turning 
inside out—as though some unseen beast was trying to lap up his very essence. 
But as they moved away from the room, the feeling dissipated. 

“We have other matters to attend to,” the zentan said. “At this very moment, a 
group of villagers are plotting your overthrow.” 

“Yes?” High Lord Dinslith nodded. If Therapass was a traitor, perhaps he 
didn’t know his people as well as he thought. Perhaps he had been too lenient 
with them. 

Caught up in their conversation, neither of the men noticed the way the 
wizard’s eyes followed them as they walked down the hallway—the way he 
relaxed a little once they weren’t looking, his pain not quite as intense as it had 
appeared a moment before. Or the way his hand went to the puddle, his fingers 
pressing against the damp floor and turning to let a few precious drops of water 
fall onto the petals of a tiny purple flower growing in the back corner of his cell. 


Part 3 
Return 





Chapter 36 


Dual Purpose 


Tt has to be a lie,” Marcus said as Kyja helped him up the stairs, pausing 


every few steps to let him catch his breath. “They can’t all... be... gone.” 

Kyja was too devastated for words. She’d worked too hard, given too much, 
to have it be for nothing. Mr. Z had known what they were after. How could he 
have let them continue? Then again, he had tried to stop her. He’d given her the 
chance to have almost everything she wanted—her magic, Marcus’s health, 
money—and she’d turned it all down for what now seemed to be no reason. 

“Give me... just . . . a minute.” Marcus said, leaning against the wall at the 
top of the stairs. Sweat soaked his hair and dripped down his face. His arms and 
legs shook constantly. He looked like he’d lost twenty pounds over the last forty- 
eight hours. How long had it been since either of them ate? She realized she had 
no idea how much time had passed since they started the quest for the Augur 
Well. It felt like a week at least, but it couldn’t have been more than a day. 

“Any ideas?” Marcus asked. 

Kyja shook her head. She didn’t trust herself to speak, afraid she’d burst into 
tears if she did. She wanted to tell him what she’d done in the last test, how 
she’d thrown everything away, but she couldn’t bear to. 

Marcus pushed himself upright. “I say we go back to the tree and just start 
throwing those gold books everywhere. If we make a big enough mess, we’ve 
got to get someone’s attention.” 

Something between a giggle and a cry forced its way out of her mouth. The 
idea of yanking every book from the stupid land elementals’ tree and throwing 
them all into a big pile on the floor was so appealing she thought she must be 
going a little loopy. She giggled again then, without any warning, burst into 
tears. 

“Hey, stop that,” Marcus said. She felt his too-hot arm go around her shoulder 
and buried her face in his chest. “It’s okay, we’ ll figure something out.” 

“Tt’s not okay,” Kyja sobbed. “I ru-ruined everything.” Her face still buried in 
his chest, unable to face him, she told about the offer Mr. Z had made if she’d 
quit the test. When she got to the part where she’d turned it all down, she could 
barely get the words out through her sobs. “I... t-told h-him . . . P’d t-take my. . 
. ch-ch-chance-sss,” she bawled. 

For a moment Marcus was totally silent. Then he burst into tears too, his body 
shaking as badly as hers. Except he wasn’t crying. He was laughing—laughing 
so hard that he bent over, clutching his stomach. Tears streamed from his eyes, 
but they were tears of mirth, not sadness. 

“What’s so funny?” she asked, wiping her nose with the back of her hand. 

“That is so awesome,” he said through a huge grin. It was the happiest she’d 


seen him in days. “That’s exactly what I would have said if I was there. I mean, I 
was there. But, you know, if I‘d been awake.” 

“You would have?” she sniffed. 

“Heck, yeah. The little puke thought we’d give up for a one-way ticket and a 
measly rock? I hope you told him where he could stick his rock.” 

“But it turned out to be for nothing.” 

“No, it didn’t,” he said, wiping her tears away with his fingers. “It got us to 
the Augur Well.” 

“Which told us we’ll never find a land elemental.” 

“So now we know. I’d rather find out early then search for the rest of the 
elementals, only to discover we could never complete the set.” 

Kyja hadn’t considered that. “What about the drift?” 

“We’ll just have to find another way to make it.” Marcus set his jaw. “You 
showed that we aren’t quitters. I’m really . . . proud of you.” He leaned quickly 
forward and Kyja felt his lips brush her cheek. 

Was that a kiss? His face was burning up, but she felt shivers all the way to 
her toes. 

“Let’s, uh, get back to Land Keep,” he said. 

“Right,” she agreed wondering if the red in his cheeks was all fever—and if 
she might be running a fever herself. Her face felt as hot as his. 

They stepped through the door, and neither was surprised to find they were 
back in Land Keep outside the door with the ear and the mouth scratched into it. 

What looked like a bullet of blue soared out of the air and landed on Kyja’s 
shoulder. “Where have you been?” Riph Raph cried. “I was scared to death. I 
thought . . . hey, why are you crying? And why is your face all red?” He looked 
Marcus up and down. “What ran over you? I’ve seen fish that looked better than 
that—after I ate them.” 

“Good to see you, too,” Marcus sighed, knuckling him just behind his ears. 

“You haven’t seen the bag with the food in it, have you?” Kyja asked. 

“Sure. It’s right over there.” Riph Raph waggled his ears and ducked his head. 
“T might have had a little taste while you were gone. Just to make sure nothing 
went bad.” 

Kyja attacked the combination of Earth and Farworld food as if she’d just 
returned from a hundred mile hike. Marcus slowly picked at his—nibbling a 
little here and a little there, but not actually eating much of anything. 

“You have to eat,” Kyja said. “You have to keep up your energy so we can get 
you out of here.” 

“Pm trying. I just don’t have much appetite.” He peeled the plastic off a 
cheese stick, took two bites, drank a few swallows of water, and lay on the floor 


to rest. 

“What happened in there?” Riph Raph asked, gnawing on a piece of dried 
meat. “One minute I was on your shoulder, and the next, it felt like something 
swatted me into the air.” 

“We just had a couple of tests,” Kyja said. “And we met a weird little man in 
a room full of books.” 

Riph Raph snorted and looked at Marcus, who was snoring softly. “Why did 
you take him instead of me?” 

“T didn’t,” Kyja said. That still bothered her. Why didn’t she go alone? It 
didn’t seem like an accident. Not that Marcus wasn’t helpful. In fact without 
him, she never would have made it to the Augur Well. How would she have 
reached the gem of knowledge if he hadn’t been there to pull the rope? She never 
would have had the time to find both the fairy’s heart and song by herself. 

Looking back on their journey, it almost seemed as if both of the first two 
tests had been designed specifically around the strengths and weaknesses of her 
and Marcus. Mr. Z had mentioned her stubbornness and Marcus’s tendency to 
take chances. And it was both because of and despite those weaknesses that 
they’d solved the raft puzzle. 

What if her being forced to take chances and face one of her greatest fears 
while looking for the fairy’s heart was intentional? What if she was supposed to 
learn from Marcus’s strengths while he learned from hers as he searched for the 
song? Could it be they were intentionally sent too late to keep the tribrac from 
killing the fairy? 

Even the third test required one of them to sacrifice for the good of the other. 
Could she have raised the courage to give up her magic if Marcus hadn’t been 
there and in danger? But why design a test that could only be completed if . . . 

Her mouth dropped open as the pieces of the puzzle came together in one 
bright flash of understanding. 

“Wake up!” she shouted, shaking Marcus’s shoulder. 

Marcus opened his eyes. “What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing’s wrong. In fact, everything is absolutely wonderful! Knowledge 
illuminator!” she shouted. “Where are you?” 

The glittering cloud floated down from the tree. “I am a knowledge 
illuminator. What information may I—” 

“Take us to the doors of eternity,” Kyja called, cutting her off. 

Marcus pushed himself up to his elbow as the floor began moving them 
toward the upward spiraling ramp of the tree. It seemed to take all his strength, 
but if she was right, she knew he wouldn’t need to hold on much longer. 

“T think I know how to find the land elementals,” she said, bouncing on her 


toes with excitement. 

“But the Augur Well said we never would.” 

“No,” she said as they neared the first branches. “That’s what we thought it 
said. But Mr. Z warned me. He gave me a hint, even though I didn’t know it was 
a hint at the time. He said that even oracles can get things wrong sometimes, or 
that maybe we just misinterpret what we hear. The Augur Well wasn’t wrong. At 
least not about that. It answered exactly what we asked. But we asked the wrong 
question.” 

Marcus pressed a hand to his forehead. “Maybe it’s just because I’m sick. But 
I still don’t get it.” 

Kyja looked for the top of the tree, eager to reach it so she could test her 
theory. It had to be right; there was no other explanation, and yet her stomach 
was a bundle of bouncing balls. “We asked the Augur Well where we could find 
a land elemental. It said we would never find a single land elemental. What we 
heard was that there were no land elementals. But that’s not what it said.” 

Marcus wore a look of incomprehension. 

“Think about it. Why did you and I get pulled into the tests together? Why 
wasn’t Mr. Z surprised that both of us were there? Why did the tests require two 
of us to work together and learn from each other? Why did we have to get past 
our own weaknesses and draw on the strengths of each other?” 

“Because there were supposed to be two of us?” 

“Exactly!” Kyja said. They were almost to the top of the tree now. The black 
inverted pyramid was in sight. “When the Augur Well said we would never find 
a single land elemental, it wasn’t saying there were no land elementals, just that 
there we’d never find one by itself. They come in pairs. They’re a team. That’s 
why the tests required two of us.” 

Marcus slowly grinned. “Okay. I get it. Two. That makes sense. But what 
does that have to do with the door of eternity?” 

“Not the door of eternity,” Kyja said, her heart pounding. “The doors of 
eternity. When we saw them we thought it was one door with two sides—one 
silver, one black. We went through one side and then through the other. We 
didn’t realize there is no such thing as a land elemental. Only land elementals, 
plural. There was one thing we never tried with the door.” 

Marcus’s eyes lit up. “We didn’t try opening both sides at the same time!” 


Chapter 37 


Lanctrus-Darnoc 


Y ow’re sure this will work?” Marcus asked from the silver side of the door. 


“No, but I hope so,” Kyja’s voice answered from the black side. “Because if it 
doesn’t, I’m out of ideas.” 

Marcus gripped the knob, its metal surface sweaty beneath his fingertips. 
“What’s the. . .” 

“Plan?” Kyja laughed. “I count to three, and we both pull. After that—if 
something happens—we’|| make it up as we go.” 

“T like it.” Marcus dried a hand on his robe and took the knob again. “Ready 
when you are.” 

“One...” Kyja counted, “two... three!” 

Marcus pulled. Half of him expected to feel Kyja tug at the same time. When 
he didn’t, he stumbled and nearly fell over backward. Only his grip on the knob 
saved him. 

“Come on in!” Kyja called. Her voice no longer seemed to come from the 
other side of the door. It sounded far away, like an echo. 

Marcus stepped through the doorway. A sharp sense of vertigo hit him, as if 
he’d looked down into a well, only to see clouds floating across a blue sky. He 
was in what looked like a large silver bowl, standing at the base of a black 
pyramid. At the top of the pyramid, two circles were joined at ninety-degree 
angles. Above that, a pair of silver ramps wound upward, with branch-like 
walkways and gold leaves. 

“We’re standing on the ceiling of Land Keep, aren’t we?” he asked, gripping 
his staff tightly with both hands. He’d never been scared of heights in his life. 
But looking up—down—at the top of a tree he knew to be hundreds of feet tall 
terrified him. Finally he understood how Kyja viewed heights. 

“Either that, or the ceiling was really the floor all along.” Kyja walked around 
the corner of the polished black pyramid with apparently no fear at all. Riph 
Raph, however, seemed to share some of Marcus’s concern. He clung tightly to 
Kyja’s shoulder, silently eyeing the immense tree above them. 

Marcus found he did better if he didn’t look up. Instead, he studied the 
pyramid. “Do you see any kind of entrance?” 


“Not from over here,” Kyja said. 

Somehow Marcus didn’t think knocking would be the way to go this time. 
But what were they supposed to do now? Fortunately, he didn’t have long to 
ponder. A glittering, golden cloud floated down from the tree branches. 

“You knew about this all along?” Kyja asked. 

The cloud flashed. “I’m sorry; the information was not accessible.” 

“But it is now,” Marcus said. 

“What information may I help you locate?” asked the tinkling voice. 

“We would like to speak to a—I mean the—land elementals,” 

“They are listening,” the cloud said. 

Marcus gulped. He looked at the tall black pyramid. Was that where they 
were? “H-hello,” he stammered. 

“Only land elementals are allowed through the doors of eternity,’ a deep 
voice thundered from the general direction of the pyramid. “How did you get 
here?” 

“We reached the Augur Well,” Kyja said. 

“Humans may not seek the Augur Well!” 

“We did.” Marcus wiped a hand across his hot forehead. “We passed all the 
tests and Mr. Z gave us the key. Doesn’t that at least make us honorary land 
elementals?” 

The pyramid was silent for a moment, as though considering this information. 
When it spoke again, it sounded a little less hostile. “We must consider this. 
What do you call yourselves?” 

“Pm Kyja,” Kyja said with a curtsy. 

Marcus gave an awkward bow. “And I’m Marcus.” 

“Why do you seek us?” 

Kyja motioned for Marcus to lift the sleeve of his robe. Feeling the awkward 
embarrassment he always had when showing the mark, he revealed the brand on 
his arm to the pyramid. Ridges of scar tissue he’d had as long as he could 
remember formed the image of two creatures doing battle inside an elaborately 
designed circle. 

One of the creatures was part snake, part dragon—with a long, serpent body, 
a mouthful of wicked teeth, great wings, and sharp talons. It was locked in 
combat with a creature with the head of a boar, the tail of a fish, and the body of 
a bird with feathered wings. Two pairs of horns sprouted from the bird-boar- 
fish’s head, and a pair of human arms held a flaming sword in the air. The 
serpent’s talons locked on the front of the bird’s throat, while the tusks of the 
boar were closed on the snake’s writhing body. According to Master Therapass, 
this symbol marked Marcus as the person who would either save or doom 


Farworld. 

Kyja explained. “He was sent to Earth to keep from being killed by the Dark 
Circle. I was sent to Farworld in his place. The only way we can return to our 
own worlds is to open a drift.” 

“A drift would require the cooperation of elementals of land, air, water and 
fire,” said the voice. “Such a thing has never been done.” 

“That’s why we’re here,” Marcus said, figuring he might as well get to the 
point. “We need one—or, I guess, two—land elementals to help us.” 

“We already have the assistance of a water elemental,” Kyja added. 

“Oh, and you might want to do something about your harbingers,” Marcus 
said. “The Dark Circle turned them into monsters, filled the entrance to Land 
Keep with mud, and blockaded the exit tunnel. There are a thousand or so people 
stuck just outside the doors to the library right now.” 

The pyramid thundered. “Is this true?” 

“Yes,” tinkled the knowledge illuminator. 

“It has been long since land elementals left Land Keep,” rumbled the 
pyramid. 

“Over three thousand years,” Marcus added. 

“Perhaps it is time to examine the world firsthand again.” 

Through bleary eyes, Marcus watched a layer of shiny, black material peel 
itself from the pyramid. A moth, he thought as a pair of glossy, black wings rose 
into the air, flexed, and flew several feet away, landing gently on the edge of the 
silver bowl. 

A pair of heads appeared between the wings of the “moth” and Marcus 
wondered if he was experiencing some sort of fever-induced dream. One head 
looked like a lion with a thick golden mane. The other was a ferocious-looking 
dragon with yellow eyes and shining black scales. The creature perched on a pair 
of heavily armored black legs as its paws clutched a silver scepter. 

The lion-dragon flapped its wings and bright colors flowed over the shiny 
black of the pyramid. The colors weren’t just the typical patterns of a butterfly’s 
wings, but what looked like crags and valleys, trees and streams. Focusing 
became hard for Marcus—if he looked too long, he could lose himself in the 
landscape that changed each time the wings flapped. 

“Come,” roared the lion head. 

“Forth,” finished the dragon. 

Another layer of the pyramid peeled itself off and flew across the bowl to 
land beside the dragon. It also had two heads—a hawk and a rabbit. A pair of 
talons jutted from its torso as it balanced on furry white feet. 

Another layer peeled off and flew across the room, and another, and another, 


until the pyramid was completely gone and the entire rim of the silver bowl was 
filled with two-headed land elementals. 

Were each of these a pair of creatures that sought out the Augur Well 
together? An image appeared in his mind of himself and Kyja attached together 
between a pair of color-changing wings. Maybe he wasn’t quite so anxious to 
become an honorary land elemental after all. 

The last elemental to form had the heads of a beautiful red fox and a boar 
with long, curving tusks and a ridge of black bristles above the thick shelf of its 
forehead. 

It had red and white forepaws and stood on a pair of bristly, brown-hoofed 
feet. 

“Showoffs,” Riph Raph said. But Marcus noticed he said it quietly enough 
that none of the land elementals could hear. 

“A council of Land Keep is called,” roared the dragon and lion heads in 
unison. 

“A council,” repeated the other land elementals. 

“Land Keep has been defiled. We must restore the library to its former 
status.” 

“Aye,” called all the heads. 

The dragon head nodded. “So be it.” 

“Kyja-Marcus seek our aid in opening a drift between Farworld and Earth,” 
the lion said. 

“The creation of a drift has never been attempted,” said a wrinkled head that 
looked like a turtle except for its long curved beak. 

“So we keep hearing,” Marcus muttered. Kyja put her finger to her lips and 
scowled. 

“We are knowledge gatherers,” said the rabbit. 

“And teachers,” said the hawk. 

“This-s-s drift is none of our concern,” hissed a pair of heads that looked like 
great angry lizards. Their black eyes fixed on Marcus and Kyja. 

“We do not know if opening a drift is possible. Even our knowledge of this is 
limited,” said the fox and the boar. “If such a thing can be done, the knowledge 
gained would be most valuable.” 

The dragon and lion heads both nodded and turned to Marcus and Kyja. “You 
have reached the Augur Well, Kyja-Marcus. As such, you are granted honorary 
land elemental status, and with it comes certain rights and privileges. Who will 
volunteer to help them?” 

“Tf this-s-s-s is-s-s to be, we will go,” said the lizard heads. 

“No,” said the lion. “I do not wish you two to leave. Lanctrus-Darnoc, you 


are the youngest. Will you go?” 

Marcus crossed the fingers on both hands. With curiosity, Kyja looked at 
what he was doing, shrugged, and crossed hers, too. 

“We will,” said the silky voice of the fox. 

“Yes,” grunted the boar, baring its long, upward-curving tusks in what Marcus 
hoped was a smile. 

The dragon nodded slowly. “Very well. Lanctrus-Darmoc may join you for as 
long as they desire.” 

The lizard heads muttered something to themselves—their long tongues 
flicking in and out. 

Kyja grinned at Marcus, eyes shining. He gave her a thumbs up. Somehow 
they’d managed to get both water and land elementals to join their cause. They 
were halfway there. 

He should have been ecstatic. Instead, he felt exhausted. As the stress from 
the past few days lifted from his shoulders, he dropped to his knees. The room 
felt as if it was slowly rotating on an off-center axis. 

“Lanctrus-Darnoc,” rumbled the voice, “Return Land Keep to its previous 
state. Re-open the library. Join Marcus-Kyja for as long as you are needed.” 

The silver bowl gave one last spin, the creatures around it a blur of wings and 
faces. Marcus passed out. 


Chapter 38 


Friends 


When Kyja walked out of the tunnel from Land Keep, struggling to drag 


Marcus beside her, no one in the cavern noticed. Working in the gardens, 
preparing food, none of the prisoners gave her a second glance. It wasn’t until 
Lanctrus-Darnoc flew out behind her that people looked up in alarm. 

“What is that thing?” 

“Tt must have killed the boy!” 

“Don’t worry!” Kyja called out. “They’re land elementals. They’re here to 
help you.” 

Most of the people still fled the gardens, running back to safety of the stone 
buildings. 

“How could this happen?” said the land elementals, looking at pitiful plants 
struggling to grow, the cracked stone floor, the general grime. 

“Tt’s a travesty,” said the fox half, which Kyja had learned was Lanctrus. 

“Someone should be held accountable,” said Darnoc. 

The land elementals flapped their wings, which changed colors with each 
movement. The grime disappeared, returning the stone to a pristine white. The 
cracks in the rock repaired themselves. The brook, which had been small and 
silt-filled, now gushed clear and full. The gardens filled with a variety of plants, 
fruits, and grain. 

“Look at the harbingers!” shouted a bent woman with short black hair. 
“They’re changing.” 

“They’re .. . they’re beautiful!” cried the man beside her. 

“They look like fairies,” whispered a girl a few years older than Kyja. Tears 
ran down the girl’s cheeks as she stared in wonder and amazement. 

Kyja couldn’t see them any more than she could earlier, but she imagined the 
clawed horrors turning into beautiful, winged helpers. 

“Do we go back up the stairs?” Kyja asked the land elementals as she 
watched the people stare in wonder at what had happened to their prison. They 
pointed, laughed, and shook their heads in wonder. 

“A gretak will clear the exit,” Lanctrus-Darnoc said. 

Kyja heard a scraping sound and turned to see what looked like a ten—foot-tall 
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worm or caterpillar crawling across the stone floor. It headed straight for the 
collapsed tunnel and began chewing its way through the rock. 

“You’re back,” a boy’s voice said to Kyja. 

She turned to see Jaklah and another man staring at her, Marcus, and the land 
elementals. 

“We are,” Kyja said. “And now you’re all getting out of here. This place is 
going back to being the library it was made to be instead of a prison.” 

“Is thata...” 

“They’re land elementals,” Kyja said. “Jaklah, this is Lanctrus-Darnoc.” 

“G-good to meet you,” the boy said, clearly trying to master his fear. 

“Could you help me carry Marcus?” she asked. 

“Of course.” Together, Jaklah and the man he was with lifted Marcus’s 
unconscious body, which could not have weighed much at all. 

“He’s sick,” the man said, touching Marcus’s forehead. “Would you like me 
to see if I can help him?” 

“No,” Kyja said. “Once he gets out of here, I can take him to a place where 
he’ ll get better.” 

The three of them started up the tunnel the gretak had carved out. A few 
people peered into the opening, and several followed cautiously as the land 
elementals continued their work repairing the cavern. 

After a long but gentle climb, Kyja stepped from the tunnel, blinking at the 
bright light. It felt good to have the warmth of real sun on her shoulders. She 
looked around and thought they were somewhere on the edge of the swamp. 
Thick groves of moss-covered trees and bushes grew in puddles of stagnant 
water, but the smell of decaying plants was overpowered by the sharp, salty 
aroma of the sea. 

Behind her, Jaklah and the man carried Marcus out and stood in the sun, 
blinking. Many more streamed out behind them. Several of the oldest looked 
around fearfully, as though the idea of so much open space was too much to 
handle after all their years of captivity. Kyja looked for the gretak, but the giant 
worm had either burrowed back underground or disappeared into the trees. 

“What about the Keepers?” Jaklah asked, lowering Marcus’s unconscious 
body to a dry patch of grass. 

“They don’t know you’re free,” Kyja said. “By the time they find out, you 
should be far away.” 

“You are mistaken,” said a silky voice. 

Kyja spun around to see a man in a silver robe, sitting astride a white horse. 
She instantly recognized him as the Keeper who’d attacked her. 

With a sneer, he eyed the group standing just outside the cave entrance. Eight 


men in crimson rode out of the trees to join their leader. “An unexpected 
pleasure. I was told I might find the boy and girl here. But to find so many of 
you just waiting to be scaled is a treat indeed.” 

“Go down!” called the people at the front of the crowd, trying to push their 
way back into the tunnel. 

“Leave them alone,” Kyja cried. 

The Keeper smiled as he reached for the silver coil at his side. “Call out the 
snifflers,” he said to his men, then nodded at Kyja. “I'll deal with this one 
myself.” 

“Just try it,” Riph Raph snarled from his spot on her shoulder. 

The man on the leader’s right raised a black, crescent-shaped horn to his 
mouth. Before he could blow it, an arrow flew from the trees, knocking it from 
his hand. Another arrow pierced his chest, and he fell from his horse. Before 
Kyja even knew what was happening, two more men dropped to the ground. 
Each had an arrow shaft sticking out of his body. 

“Shield yourselves!” the Keeper shouted. Instantly, glowing blue clouds 
surrounded them. 

A man stepped out of the trees—the arrow in his bow aimed at the leader’s 
chest. A quiver filled with many more arrows was strapped to his back. Kyja 
almost didn’t recognize the archer. The last time she’d seen him, he’d been 
nothing but skin and bones. Now he looked strong and healthy. 

“Rhaidnan!” Kyja shouted, with unexpected joy. “What... ? How... ?” The 
last time she’d seen him was before she and Marcus entered Water Keep, after 
they escaped from the unmakers’ cavern. He’d flown home to his wife and 
children on the back of Zhethar, the frost pinnois. 

“You rescued me from the unmakers.” He smiled without taking his eyes off 
the Keepers. “You didn’t think I’d rest until I returned the favor, did you?” 

“You have made a grave mistake,” the Keeper in the silver robe said, eyes 
tight with fury. “The penalty for attacking a Keeper is a very slow and painful 
death.” 

“T’ve been threatened with worse,” Rhaidnan said. From the trees and grass 
around him, another ten men appeared, each with drawn bows. Kyja recognized 
most of them—they were from Terra ne Staric. One was Breslek Broomhead, her 
next-door neighbor from when she’d lived with the Goodnuffs. Flickers of red 
light danced around the tips of the men’s arrows. Caught between the archers 
and the Keepers, the prisoners from tunnels pressed against one another like a 
flock of frightened sheep. 

The leader laughed. “You think your arrows are a match against us?” His 
remaining five horsemen rode up to his side. 


“They won’t be alone,” said a voice from behind them. Screech shambled out 
of the woods holding a wand that looked as if it had been clumsily mended. 

The Keeper’s eyes widened. “What are you doing here? You should be with 
the unmakers.” 

“That is done,” Screech said. 

Kyja looked from the cave trulloch to the man in the silver robe. How did 
they know each other? 

“No matter,” said the Keeper. “All of your magic combined is not enough to 
stop us. You will be just one more dead body left to rot.” 

“Is your magic stronger than ours?” a voice asked, one Kyja recognized at 
once. Figures of water took shape one by one, rising out of the murky water on 
one side of the woods, and at their head stood a man with spiky white hair and 
wearing a blue robe. 

“Cascade!” Kyja grinned. 

“Or ours?” At the mouth of the tunnel, people moved aside for a large figure 
emerging. It rose into the air, wings slowly beating. The boar head grunted, 
baring wicked tusks. The fox head seemed to grin. 

“And don’t forget about me,” Riph Raph said. “I am flying death.” 

“What is this?” the leader growled, looking around at the gathering group. 
His horse pawed anxiously at the ground. 

“Let me introduce you to my friends,” Kyja said with a smile. She pointed to 
Rhaidnan and his fellow archers. “These are some of the best hunters from Terra 
ne Staric, the greatest city in all of Westland. And this is Screech, a cave trulloch 
who managed to escape a mountain full of unmakers and follow me all the way 
here. Cascade is a water elemental. And Lanctrus-Darnoc are land elementals. I 
think they want to talk to you about what you’ve been doing with their home.” 

“And me,” Riph Raph piped up. 

“Elementals?” the Keeper said, his eyes going from Cascade to Lanctrus- 
Darnoc. “That’s impossible.” 

“No, it isn’t,” Kyja said. “But it’s more difficult than you might think.” She 
glared at the leader and his followers. “You and your creatures are disgusting. 
Nothing gives you the right to take away people’s magic. Nothing!” 

“Considering the circumstances,” said the fox part of Lanctrus-Darnoc, “it 
might be wise for you to notify all Keepers of the Balance that their services are 
no longer required in these parts.” 

“Doing so might keep you alive,” agreed the boar. 

“TIl count to ten,” said Rhaidnan. He raised his bow. 

“One,” Riph Raph called, snapping his tail. “Two.” 

Before he reached three, the Keepers were gone. 


Chapter 39 


Going Back 


Once things had quieted down, Kyja asked Rhaidnan, “What are you doing 
here>?” She sat on the grass, cradling Marcus’s head in her lap. She had to get 
back to Earth soon, but first she needed to understand what was happening in 
Terra ne Staric. 

The hunter squatted nearby. A few of the people from Land Keep had 
returned to the safety of the cavern, but most had followed a nearby road leading 
to Aster’s Bay and points beyond. The rest of Rhaidnan’s archers were scouting 
to make sure the Keepers were really gone. 

“Pm afraid I have bad news,” the hunter said. He looked carefully around as 
though afraid someone might overhear. “Terra ne Staric has been taken over by 
the Keepers.” 

“No!” Kyja thought she’d seen the last of the Keepers of the Balance. “How 
is that possible? Why didn’t the guards stop them? Why don’t High Lord 
Dinslith and the Masters do something?” 

Rhaidnan ran a palm across his stubbly chin. “I’m afraid most of them have 
joined the Keepers. Zentan Dolan, head of the Keepers, arrived right about the 
time you left. Somehow he managed to convince High Lord Dinslith that most of 
the city was plotting to overthrow him. The other Master Wizards are either 
siding with Dinslith or rotting in prison. A few of us think Dolan is working 
directly with the Dark Circle.” 

“We have to do something,” Kyja said. 

“T’m not sure anything can be done . . .” He plucked a piece of grass from the 
ground and began to shred it. 

“There’s something else?” Kyja asked, sensing the hunter was delaying. 

At last he nodded. “Master Therapass has been captured, locked in a separate 
cell of the tower prison. They say he took something from the tower right after 
you left—something the zentan wants. I spoke to a guard who believes the 
zentan is torturing Therapass with... with a pair of unmakers.” 

Kyja stared at Rhaidnan. Master Therapass in prison? Part of her was relieved 
he was alive at all, but another part of her remembered how Rhaidnan had 
looked after only a month of being used by unmakers. And Rhaidnan had been a 


healthy man in the prime of life at the time of his capture. Master Therapass was 
old. He couldn’t take that kind of treatment for long. 

“We have to go to him,” she said. “Just let me get Marcus back to Earth until 
he recovers, then we’ll ride back with you.” 

“No,” the hunter said. “You can’t go. That’s the reason I’m here. The wizard 
was afraid you and Marcus would hear what had happened and try to rescue him. 
You can’t do that; it’s too dangerous. But he gave me a message for you. 
Therapass wants the two of you to stay as far away from Terra ne Staric as 
possible. It’s the only way to keep you safe.” 

“He might be right,” Riph Raph said. 

“But what about him?” Kyja demanded. 

Rhaidnan bowed his head. “All of the men who came looking for you have 
put their lives and the lives of their families in danger. We’ll return to Terra ne 
Staric as quickly as we can. Hopefully no one will notice we’ve been gone. 
There are still some people loyal to Therapass—perhaps forty or fifty. We’ll wait 
and watch. If a chance presents itself to fight Dolan, we’ ll take it. If not...” He 
shrugged. “We may have to take our families and go to the Border Lands.” 

Terra ne Staric abandoned? Master Therapass left to the Dark Circle and the 
unmakers? She couldn’t allow that. Marcus wouldn’t either. “How long will it 
take you to reach the city?” 

Rhaidnan rubbed his lip. “We should be able to make it in three days—four at 
the most.” 

“Marcus and I will meet you outside the city at sunrise in four days,” Kyja 
said. “Gather everyone who opposes the Keepers.” 

“Haven’t you listened to anything I’ve said?” Rhaidnan shouted, driving an 
arrow from his quiver into the ground with his fist. “The last thing you must do 
is return to the city. If the Keepers discover you’re there, they’ll stop at nothing 
until you are captured or dead.” 

“Dead is bad,” Riph Raph said waggling his ears. “And captured isn’t much 
better.” 

“They’re not counting on us having the help of Cascade and Lanctrus- 
Darnoc,” Kyja said. “Maybe we can’t free the city, but there’s got to be a way to 
free Master Therapass.” 

“You think the elementals will help you?” Rhaidnan asked, nodding slowly. 

“We can ask,” Kyja said. 

“Then there might be a way.” Moving to a patch of dirt, the hunter drew a 
map with his arrow. “Trying to breach the tower itself is suicide. But an 
underground river runs directly under the west gates and passes within a few feet 
of the dungeon. If your friends could get us that far, we might be able to reach 
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him. 

“We’ll find a way to get there,” Kyja said. 

The hunter put a hand on her shoulder. “Therapass was smart to send us to 
you.” 

“I owe him everything I have,” Kyja said. 

Rhaidnan stood. “We’ll leave tonight. Meet us in four days where the 
Goodnuff house used to be. No one goes near the ruins.” 

It was a fitting place to return—a reminder of what the Dark Circle had done 
to her, and what they would continue to do if they weren’t stopped. Letting 
Marcus rest for a moment, she called over Cascade and Lanctrus-Darnoc. The 
elementals gave each other a wide berth, eyeing one another with obvious 
suspicion. 

Kyja explained about Master Therapass and what she wanted to do. “Will you 
help us?” 

Lanctrus-Darnoc nodded both its heads, eyeing Cascade. “We are not 
warriors, but we may be able to help you reach the river. We make no promise 
what the water elemental will do.” 

“If the land elementals manage to reach the river without damming its flow 
with rocks and dirt,” Cascade said, “I can help you reach the dungeon. But you 
will owe me a favor.” 

“Anything,” Kyja said. “Can you meet us in four days outside Terra ne 
Staric?” 

Both water and land elementals agreed they could, although they were clearly 
uncomfortable about working with each other. She explained where the 
Goodnuff farm had stood outside the western gates, and that they would meet at 
sunrise. 


Marcus awoke to a cool hand on his burning face. “Wake up.” 

“Principal Teagarden?” he groaned. It felt like Chet and the rest of his gang 
had finally managed to push him down the stairs. Every bone and muscle ached, 
and his ears wouldn’t stop ringing. 

“No,” said a girl’s voice. “It’s me.” 

He opened his eyes, and for a moment had no idea where he was. This wasn’t 
the Philo T. Justice Boys School, and it certainly wasn’t Arizona. Then he 
remembered. “Kyja?” 

“Yes,” she said, sounding relieved. “I’m pushing you back to Earth now. But I 
need you to be awake so you can pull Riph Raph and me with you. Do you 
understand?” 


He tried to make sense of what she was saying, but it was so hard to 
concentrate. “Pull?” 

“Yes.” Kyja propped open his eyes with her fingers. His brain seemed to burst 
into flames. 

“Ouch. That hurts.” 

“Pm sorry. But I need you awake. Can you hear me?” She poured a small 
trickle of water down his throat. It felt blessedly cool. 

“T can hear you,” he said. “We’re going to jump. But do it quick. Don’t know 
... how long . . . awake.” 

“Okay,” Kyja said. “We’re going now. One, two, three.” 

Something jerked at his stomach, and he knew he was going to be sick. He 
was falling. He wanted to close his eyes and fall forever, but he needed to 
remember something. What was it? Pull. He needed to pull. He didn’t know 
what, but he reached out his arms and pulled anyway. Something caught, slipped 
for a moment, and finally caught again. 

Then he was lying on the ground vomiting. 

“PII be back,” a voice said from far away. “Just rest. You’re going to be 
okay.” 

“A turtle,” cried another voice. “How can I be a turtle?” 

“Rest,” Marcus murmured to himself. Rest sounded very, very good. 

Sometime later, a burbling roar woke him. He jerked as a hand closed around 
his arm, sure that he was being attacked by a terrible beast. 

“Tt’s okay,” Kyja’s voice said. “Stop struggling. It’s just me.” 

He opened his eyes. “Where are we?” 

“On Earth,” Kyja said. “I bought another bike from a guy who lives on a farm 
just down the road.” 

“Can’t ride a bike,” he muttered. He could barely keep his eyes open. 

“You can ride this one.” Kyja laughed, pulling him to his feet and practically 
carrying him out of the grove of trees where he’d been sleeping, to the edge of a 
narrow, country road. When he saw what she was pulling him toward, he tried to 
jerk away again. 

“No. You can’t ride that.” 

“Sure, I can,” Kyja said. “The man who sold it showed me how.” She led him 
around the side of an ancient-looking motorcycle and pushed him into the 
attached sidecar. 

“You need ...a license,” he moaned, as she tucked a helmet over his head 
and strapped him in. 

“Then just pretend it’s a dream.” 

He tried to argue. But before he could, he was asleep again. 


Chapter 40 


The Dream 


For Marcus, the next three days were a blur of movement, sleep, and 


occasionally waking up to eat or use a restroom. 

For Kyja it was a time of wonderment and adventure—a time to discover her 
home world. No two meals were the same. She tried Chinese food (sweet and 
sour pork and wontons were her favorite), Mexican (where she scalded her 
mouth on a habanero pepper, drank a pitcher of water, then tried it again just to 
see if it was just as hot the second time around), barbeque (where she ate so 
many ribs she felt sick the rest of the day), and house specials ranging from 
jambalaya to meatloaf and gravy. 

It took her a few hours—and a hundred-mile detour in Arkansas—to figure 
out how to read a map. But once she worked it out, she realized she would need 
to travel across Texas and New Mexico to get to Arizona. That’s where Marcus 
was from, and she suspected it might be in the general area of Terra ne Staric for 
when they’d need to jump back to Farworld. 

She stuck mostly to frontage roads and smaller highways after a biker group, 
who called themselves Steel de Muerte, explained her bike and hack were not 
built for freeway driving. The bikers were fascinated by her story of Farworld, 
and although she didn’t think they believed she really came from another world, 
they made her an honorary club member and gave her a leather jacket. She 
promised to bring them all back robes if she was ever in the area again. 

Every day was a learning experience. Some things she learned the easy way 
—like jumping rope with Dhala and Bethany, two friendly girls, outside a 
Whataburger in Abilene, Texas. Other things she learned the hard way—like 
nearly being flattened by a fast-moving semi before figuring out how stoplights 
worked. She saw everything from Earth that she could, from a group of men and 
women line dancing in Seminole, Texas, to a brief tour of the Carlsbad Caverns. 

She constantly made sure Marcus got enough rest and ate well. It was good to 
see him gaining weight again, and by the second day, his fever was almost 
completely gone. She never forgot why she was going to Terra ne Staric or 
stopped worrying about Master Therapass. But that didn’t keep her from 
absorbing every experience she could in a world that didn’t shun you because 


you had no magic. And it didn’t stop her from thinking about what the Augur 
Well had said—especially the part about one of their families looking for them. 

After the first few minutes of watching Kyja drive the old motorcycle, Riph 
Raph disappeared into the sidecar and spent most of his time hidden inside his 
turtle shell. 

By the end of the third day, she and Marcus were camped outside Lordsburg, 
New Mexico, a small town near the Arizona border. Kyja sat beside a fire 
several hundred feet off the side of the road, while Marcus rested in a sleeping 
bag. The night sky was perfectly clear and filled with millions of stars, none of 
which glittered above Farworld. She wondered what it would be like to live 
under this sky all the time. 

“How close are we?” Marcus asked. 

“We’ll be in Phoenix tomorrow.” Kyja added a few more sticks to the fire. 
The sun had gone down, so the desert air had quickly developed a chill. “Are 
you hungry? I’ve got apples, half of a beef sandwich, and these really yummy 
black crackers with white cream between them called aureas.” 

“Oreos,” Marcus corrected. “I’m fine. But I’d get rid of the sandwich. They 
go bad pretty quick in the heat.” 

“Bad?” Kyja asked, picturing the sandwich growing teeth and attacking 
people. 

“Tt’ll make you sick. There aren’t any preservatives in a sub sandwich like 
there are in the cookies.” 

“TIl take an apple,” Riph Raph said, poking his head out of his shell. “And an 
Oreo. And another Slim Jim if you have any left.” 

“Oink, oink.” Marcus pushed up the tip of his nose. 

Riph Raph blinked his leathery eyelids. “Try carrying your house around on 
your back. It’s not as easy as it sounds. Besides, I haven’t spent the whole trip 
sleeping like you.” 

“That’s right. You’ve only slept nine-tenths of it,” Kyja said, handing over the 
food. She studied Marcus in the fire’s flickering illumination. “You know, I 
haven’t heard you moaning in your sleep once since we got here.” 

Marcus looked silently back at her. 

“If you don’t want to talk about it, that’s fine. I just thought you’d want to 
know that you only seem to have the nightmare in Farworld.” 

Marcus pulled the sleeping bag back up around his shoulders as he sat 
looking into the fire. “If we’re going to Terra ne Staric, I guess it’s time to talk 
about it. It’s just—I don’t understand it myself, and I guess I’m afraid of what it 
might mean.” 

Marcus pulled a small branch from the fire, drawing patterns in the night with 


the glowing end. “Did I ever tell you I used to dream about you—before we ever 
met?” 

“Warn me before you start that kind of talk, so I can throw up,” Riph Raph 
said, pulling his head back into his shell. 

Kyja felt blood rush to her face and was grateful for the darkness. “You might 
have said something like that just after I pulled you to Farworld the first time. 
But I was so surprised by your being there, I don’t think I paid much attention to 
what you said.” 

“Well, it’s not like it sounds. It’s just... I was so unhappy with my life. I had 
no family, no friends. I guess you can understand that. The rest of the kids in the 
schools I went to either felt sorry for me, were afraid of me, or wanted to beat 
me up. I think the ones who wanted to beat me up were the easiest to deal with. 
At least they said what they were thinking.” 

Kyja understood far too well. 

“Anyway,” he continued, poking the stick into the fire again, “whenever I got 
feeling really lonely or sad, I’d pretend there was a world I could go to. A world 
where no one cared what I looked like.” He waved a hand out at the barren 
desert landscape. “I imagined a world different from all of this, where everything 
was green—where trees talked, and fish flew, and cows told jokes.” 

“Farworld,” Kyja whispered. 

Marcus nodded. “Farworld. Only I didn’t know I was seeing a real place. I 
thought it was all in my head. It’s funny—I called it Farworld because it was as 
far away from my life as I could picture. But I’ve never asked why it’s really 
named Farworld. What is it far from?” 

“T don’t know,” Kyja said. “I’ve never really thought about it. Maybe we 
could ask Master Therapass if—I mean when—we free him.” 

“Well, that’s the thing. I was pretty out of it there at the end. But according to 
Rhaidnan, Master Therapass is in the dungeon, right?” 

“Yes, under the tower. It was never used much when I was there. But 
Rhaidnan says it’s practically overflowing now.” Kyja unzipped her sleeping bag 
and wrapped it around herself like a blanket. She didn’t know whether it was the 
thought of her home being controlled by the Keepers of the Balance or the cold 
night air, but goose bumps covered her arms. 

Marcus went on. “The last dream I had about Farworld—right before I met 
Bonesplinter for the first time—was about the tower,” Marcus said, his voice so 
soft that Kyja had to lean forward to hear him. “I was standing on the balcony of 
the tower, listening to the dawn chimes singing, looking at a crystal-clear river.” 

Kyja had spent many hours standing on the tower balcony, looking down at 
the Two Prong River, wondering what she would do with her life. 


“In the dream, everything was perfect. You were there watching it all with 
me, although I thought I was imagining you at the time. But then it all went 
wrong. Thick, dark clouds covered the sky. The flowers sank to the ground. 
Even the huge trees of the Westland Woods wrapped their branches around 
themselves as if they wished they could run away from whatever was on the 
tower.” Marcus closed his eyes for a moment before going on. 

“I turned to find you. But Bonesplinter was there instead. He was the one 
who’d caused the change. He lifted me up and threw me off the tower. Then I 
woke up and saw him right there in the school. It was the most terrifying dream 
Pd ever had.” 

A cold breeze whipped at the fire. In the distance, a coyote howled, and 
another answered. “Are you having that dream again?” Kyja asked. 

“No, it’s worse.” Marcus shrank within his bag, almost disappearing inside it 
like a caterpillar enclosing itself in a dark blue cocoon. “I’m climbing the tower 
Stairs, trying to reach something on the balcony. My legs ache, and I keep 
stumbling, but I know I’m going to be too late. I know someone else is looking 
for the same thing I am. They’re ahead of me, and I have no chance to get there 
first. 

“When I finally reach the balcony, the weather is clear. The flowers are 
singing. And I think, maybe I’m not too late after all. But as I step out onto the 
white stone tiles, it happens all over again. The flowers disappear. The trees 
cower away. The sky turns black, and rain begins to fall so hard I can barely see 
a thing. I turn around, knowing the person they fear is right behind me. He’s 
been waiting all along.” 

“Who is it?” Kyja asked. 

Marcus swallowed. “Me. It’s me they’re afraid of. When I turn around, I 
realize I’m the only one there. I’m dressed in a black cloak. Blue fire crackles 
across my staff. I’ve found whatever it is I’m looking for, and all of Farworld 
knows what I’m going to do with it. I’m not there to save the world—I’m there 
to destroy it. Somewhere in the distance I hear laughing. It’s the Dark Circle. 
They know I’m about to do their work for them.” 

“That’s crazy!” Kyja said. Her voice was far too loud in the quiet desert night, 
but she didn’t care. This is what had been eating at him—what he’d been afraid 
to tell her. Had he really convinced himself that he was part of the Dark Circle’s 
plan? “You’d never betray Farworld. It’s just the Dark Circle trying to confuse 
you. Why would you believe that for a second?” 

“It’s not the Dark Circle,” Marcus said, his voice muffled from inside his 
sleeping bag. 

“Of course it is,” Kyja said. “Who else would want you to think something 


like that?” 

“There’s something I’ve haven’t told you,” Marcus said. “Do you remember 
the morning we left Water Keep? When we listened to the dawn chimes?” 

“T guess.” She vaguely remembered pausing just before they got on the 
sailboat. 

“At first I could only hear the song. But the more I concentrated, the more I 
could make out something else. Hidden deep within the chimes’ song, it was as 
if I could hear another voice calling to me. I thought I recognized the voice. It 
sounded like . . . Master Therapass.” 

“Therapass?” Kyja sat up straight. “Master Therapass has been trying to 
contact us, and you never told me? How could you let me think . . . that he was 
dead?” After everything she’d done to help Marcus, why wouldn’t he tell her 
that the person she loved most in the world was still alive? It felt like a betrayal. 

Marcus stayed quiet so long, she thought he wasn’t going to answer. When he 
finally did, the words sounded as if they were being pried painfully out of his 
throat one at a time. “At first I couldn’t understand what Master Therapass was 
saying—or if it was really his voice at all. I didn’t want to get your hopes up for 
no reason. Then, once I could understand...” 

He sighed long and deep. “The reason I didn’t tell you is the same reason I 
didn’t tell you about the dream. Haven’t you figured it out by now? Why I only 
have the nightmare when the dawn chimes sing? It’s Therapass. He’s the one— 
the one who’s telling me I’m going to destroy Farworld.” 


Chapter 41 
Tankum Heartstrong 


Marcus refused to talk about his dream anymore that night, or even the next 


day—focusing instead on getting back to Farworld. It took them three tries 
before they’d located a place on Earth that jumped them to within walking 
distance of Terra ne Staric. He wasn’t surprised at all to find the final spot was in 
the Southern Arizona desert—less than five miles from Saint Demetrius’ 
Monastery where he’d been found as a baby. 

“This is it,” Kyja said after they’d walked about twenty minutes. 

For a moment, as Marcus studied the knee-high grass, randomly scattered 
boulders, and lack of any buildings, he thought they’d stopped in the middle of 
an empty field. It wasn’t until he looked carefully around that he noticed broken 
boards strewn among the weeds, shattered trees, and a deep crater that looked 
like a bomb had gone off. 

Kyja led him to a partially collapsed stone wall—the only thing still standing. 
“This is where they lived. Mr. and Mrs. Goodnuff and . . .”—she swallowed 
—‘“and the baby, Timton.” 

Even Riph Raph seemed sad. Although he was probably just hungry again. 

“Maybe we should go somewhere else,” Marcus suggested, noting a farm not 
too far away. 

“No.” Kyja wiped a hand across her eyes. “I’m all right. It’s just seeing it like 
this for the first time since I left. It brings back memories.” 

Crouching beside the ruined house, he looked up at the walls surrounding 
Terra ne Staric and beyond them, the tower. At the sight of the imposing white 
building, his heart began to pound. “Maybe I should stay here.” 

“Brawk, brawk,” Riph Raph said, flapping his wings and strutting around the 
ground like a chicken. 

Kyja studied Marcus. The night had begun clear, but dark clouds were 
blowing in from the east, and the air felt as if it would rain soon. For a quick 
moment, two of the three moons showed through an opening in the overcast sky, 
and Kyja could see the worry on his face. “Whatever Master Therapass is trying 
to tell you, it’s not that you’re a traitor.” 

“How do you know?” Marcus met Kyja’s eyes for a moment before returning 
them to the tower reaching toward the gray sky like an accusing finger. She 


hadn’t had the dream—hadn’t felt an entire world loathing and fearing her. 

He couldn’t imagine any circumstances under which he’d ever lay a hand on 
this place he’d dreamed about since he was a child. But why else would the 
wizard send him that message? Why would the Dark Circle not send Thrathkin 
S’Bae to pursue him? “The Augur Well said betrayal would find us. That one of 
us is a thief and a liar. It had to be talking about me. It’s the only answer that 
makes sense.” 

“That doesn’t make any sense at all,” Kyja insisted. She ran a hand along the 
cold stone of the ruined wall. “But I think I know who the betrayer might be.” 

“Who?” he asked as a drop of cold rain spattered on the back of his hand. 

“In the swamp, when I was looking for you, Cascade warned me to be careful 
of Screech. He said Screech had hidden reasons for helping us.” 

Of course Screech had hidden reasons. He wouldn’t have tracked them down 
just to say hello. “I knew we shouldn’t have trusted him.” 

“Trusted whom?” asked a voice. 

Marcus turned to see Lanctros-Darnoc standing behind him. It was the first 
time he’d seen the land elementals since he passed out. Even without the fever 
raging in his head, he still thought the creature was an imposing sight. 

“Who do you not trust?” Darnoc, the boar, asked. 

“Go ahead,” Marcus said, when Kyja hesitated. “If they’re going to help us, 
they should know.” 

“Tt might not be anything,” Kyja said. “Cascade warned me to be careful of 
Screech, but I don’t think Screech would do anything to hurt me.” 

Lanctrus nodded slowly. “The water elemental again. Perhaps it is wise to be 
wary of others. But be careful of rushing to judgment.” The fox looked directly 
at Marcus. “Be especially careful of how you judge yourself.” 

Marcus thought that was interesting advice considering how the land and 
water elementals seemed to distrust each other. His focus quickly changed when 
the land elementals waved their wings and a ball of tiny glowing insects 
appeared in the air, lighting the night like a lantern. 

“Cool,” Marcus said, his attention diverted from the tower. “How’d you do 
that?” 

“Simple land magic,” the boar said. He showed Marcus how to do it until 
Marcus was able to summon a lantern of his own. Darnoc was right. It was easy. 

“There is much more we can teach you if you’re willing to study,” Lanctrus 
and Darnoc said together. “Land magic is the magic of teaching. We would be 
honored to share our knowledge.” 

“That would be great,” Marcus said. 

“Put out those lights!” Rhaidnan appeared like a ghost. 


“How long have you been there?” Kyja asked as Lanctrus-Darnoc dispelled 
the lanterns of insects. 

“Long enough to make sure you weren’t followed. Things have gotten worse 
since we last talked. A dozen more Keepers have arrived, and the guards are 
actively searching for anyone plotting against Zentan Dolan.” Even in the 
darkness, the stress on the hunter’s face was clear. “And long enough to hear 
your concerns about the trulloch.” 

“Tt’s probably nothing,” Kyja said. 

“In the last three days, four of my men have disappeared,” Rhaidnan’s eyes 
roamed from the city walls to the nearby farm, across the empty field, and back 
again. “Four more are too scared to help us any longer. I’m afraid to let my 
family leave the house. There are traitors everywhere. If you have suspicions 
about someone, I need to know it.” 

Kyja nodded. “I understand.” Rhaidnan whistled softly. Five more men rose 
from the grass less than fifteen feet away. “Have any of you seen the trulloch>?” 
he whispered. 

“He hasn’t arrived,” said a fat man with a thick moustache. 

“Tall thing like that would be hard to miss,” said Breslek Broomhead, the 
man who lived at the next farm over. 

“What about the water elemental?” Rhaidnan asked. 

“He could be anywhere,” Lanctrus-Darnoc said. 

“Or he could be right behind you,” Cascade replied. 

The land elementals spun around, clearly annoyed at being surprised. 

“T’ve been scouting the city,” the water elemental said. “Not playing tricks 
with bugs. There are at least forty Keepers in and around the tower.” 

“And three unmakers,” said a tall figure that materialized just behind Breslek. 
Screech gave the man a black-toothed grin. “I’m harder to miss than you might 
think.” 

Rhaidnan snorted in disgust. “Apparently.” He motioned to his bewildered 
hunter, who stared at the trulloch as though suspecting he was some kind of 
illusion. “We’re all here. Gather the rest of the men. There’s no telling how long 
this cloud cover will continue, and we need every bit of help we can get. Meet us 
just outside the west gate.” 

He turned to Marcus and Kyja. “We’ll stay off the road until we reach the 
gates. Two of my men are on guard duty. They’! let us inside while your friends 
access the underground river. According to my reports, Therapass is still alive. 
But he won’t be much longer. Tonight might be our last chance to rescue him.” 

Marcus glanced toward Kyja before planting his staff in the tall grass. “It 
might be better if I stay here.” 


“No,” Kyja said. 

Not far away, thunder shook the night. Rhaidnan scowled. “Marcus, what are 
you talking about?” 

“T think I should stay away from the tower,” Marcus said, not wanting to 
explain why. “Besides, I’d just slow you down. And I don’t. . . I don’t have 
anything that could help you.” 

“Not true,” the hunter said. “I have very limited man power. I can barely 
guard both of you together. Separate, there’s not a chance.” 

“You have to come,” Kyja said. “Master Therapass would want you there. I 
want you there.” 

Marcus looked at the city walls with a feeling of dread. In the past—before he 
lost his magic—he’d occasionally been able to sense danger before it happened. 
He no longer had that ability. But he still sensed that if he entered the tower, 
something terrible would happen. Even so, he soon found himself following 
Rhaidnan and his men, pausing every so often as one of the hunters gave an 
update. 

By the time they reached the west gate, a steady drizzle was falling. Marcus 
and Kyja were soon soaked, and Riph Raph wrapped both of his ears around his 
head. 

“Who’s that?” Marcus whispered as they approached the statue of a fierce- 
looking warrior. 

“Tankum Heartstrong,” Kyja whispered back. 

Marcus stopped and stared, no longer conscious of the pain in his hip, or of 
the falling rain. This was the man who, along with Master Therapass, had found 
him as a baby—the man who’d saved his life. He’d battled an army of Fallen 
Ones while the wizard had opened the doorway that sent Marcus to Earth to 
evade the reach of the Dark Circle. 

In his mind, Marcus had always pictured Tankum as a valiant fighter. Master 
Therapass told how his friend had continued to battle with one of his blades 
broken and blood pouring from dozens of wounds. The man on the pedestal 
looked like everything the wizard had described. With a thick mane of hair down 
to his shoulders, heavily-muscled arms, and a sword in each hand, he appeared 
ready to fight anything that crossed his path. 

What Marcus hadn’t expected was the intelligence that showed clearly in his 
eyes. Or the crooked smile, as though the warrior found humor even in the heat 
of battle. Holding one sword in front of him and the other over his head, he 
looked surprised that he had to fight at all. As if he’d rather settle things over a 
glass of ale and a few good jokes, but understood that some people or creatures 
were too foolish to understand when they were outmatched. 


Marcus would have liked to stay longer, studying the face of the man who’d 
sacrificed himself so a child he didn’t even know could live. But Rhaidnan was 
tugging at his arm. 

“Tt’s time to go through,” Rhaidnan whispered. Standing outside the gate, 
Marcus counted between twenty and thirty men. The hunter eyed Cascade and 
Lanctrus-Darnoc. “You two stay outside until we get through the gate. Once 
we’re inside, I’ll whistle for you. I assume you can get in on your own?” 

Lanctrus-Darnoc nodded, but Cascade looked around anxiously. 

“Where’s the trulloch?” Rhaidnan asked. 

Marcus looked for Screech, but he was nowhere to be found. 

“T didn’t see him leave,” Kyja said. 

“Come on.” Rhaidnan pulled Marcus and Kyja. “Let’s get inside.” He gave 
four sharp raps on the gate, and a small door set into it swung open. Two guards 
waved them in. 

“Stop!” Cascade called. “It’s a trap.” 

Marcus, who’d stepped halfway through the door, saw a group of men 
suddenly rise up from hiding just inside the city entrance. 

“Keepers!” screamed a man beside him. “Fall back!” 

Marcus turned to run, but a hand closed around his arm, and a gleaming blade 
pressed against his neck. 

“T’m sorry,” whispered Rhaidnan. “I can’t let you leave.” 


Interlude 


Stratagems 


The Dark Circle 

Surrounded by darkness, the master sat staring into a low, stone bowl filled 
with a blood-red liquid that bubbled and churned. He touched a finger to its 
surface, and a pale face appeared, its mouth a frustrated, downward slash. 

“Have you found it?” the master asked. 

“No,” Zentan Dolan said from the bowl, clearly agitated. “I told you Pd 
contact you if and when—” 

The master clenched his fist; instantly the zentan went stiff. The tighter the 
master squeezed, the harder the zentan’s teeth bit into his lower lip, piercing the 
flesh. 

“Do not forget who brought who here. As long as you remain in the form I 
created for you, I am your master.” He unclenched his fist, and the zentan 
slumped, licking the blood from his lip. 

“Tt would help, master,” the zentan said slowly. “If you told me exactly what 
it is I am looking for.” 

The master chuckled softly. “You’d like that, I’m sure. Just remember, if you 
ever want to get back to where you came from, you will do as I say. Have the 
boy and girl arrived?” 

“Yes,” the zentan said. “Just as I—we—planned. I hope they’re worth the 
cost. I lost several good Keepers convincing them the hunter could be trusted.” 

“They are worth all of your Keepers combined. Be sure not to let them out of 
your grasp, or I will cause you more pain than you can possibly imagine. Take 
special care with the boy. I believe Therapass has hidden it in such a way that 
only the chosen can find it. It is exactly the kind of thing the old fool of a wizard 
would do. And if the boy managed to get his hands on it, he could cause great 
harm to both of us. He will lead you to the item, but do not let him touch it under 
any circumstances. Do you understand?” 

“Yes.” The zentan looked over his shoulder as if someone had come into the 
room behind him. “They’re here. I must go. What of the wizard?” 

“We’ve spent enough time toying with him,” the master said, his face a mask 
of fury. “I would like to be the one to personally snuff out his life for his actions, 


but that is not possible. As soon as you have the boy, kill Therapass. Make it as 
slow—and painful—as you possibly can.” 

The zentan smiled with grim delight. “As you wish.” 

The master touched the liquid again; another face appeared. “Master!” The 
man looked up with a pathetically eager smile, the long scar that ran from his 
jaw to his temple quivering. “Everything is ready.” 

“No one has spotted you?” 

“No. There is no one for miles—nothing but empty, ugly space. We are all in 
position.” 

“Do not lay a hand on them when they arrive.” 

“N-no, of course not.” 

The master pointed a finger at the bowl, and the Thrathkin S’Bae flinched. 
“You have failed me twice before, Bonesplinter. Do not fail me again.” 

“T won’t.” The dark wizard trembled. “You said that if I succeed, you will 
give me...” He licked his gray lips. “Power.” 

The master touched the liquid that now looked more than ever like boiling 
blood. The face in the bowl disappeared. The master smiled, his eyes gleaming. 
“More power than you can imagine.” 

This would prove to be an interesting night. He could rid himself of two 
adversaries at once, assuring his plans with Farworld could go forth 
uninterrupted. Then he would learn more about the girl and how he could use her 
to expand his dominion in the world called Earth. 

He laughed softly, lifted the bowl to his lips, and began to drink. 


Part 4 
Battle for the City 





Chapter 42 


Zentan Dolan 


Fora moment, Kyja could only stare at the blade Rhaidnan held to Marcus’s 


throat, waiting for it to change into something she could understand—waiting for 
the situation to turn out to be a mistake. 

“Pm sorry,” Rhaidnan said again, but the knife remained pressed against 
Marcus’s skin. 

Beneath the light of flickering torches mounted along the walls, men rose 
from either side of the cobblestone street, removing the shimmering gray cloaks 
they’d been hiding under. They closed in a half circle. Another group surged 
down the steep hill that led to the base of the tower and over the footbridge that 
crossed a small creek. Kyja counted between fifteen or twenty of the crimson or 
gray robes. Most of them were citizens of Terra ne Staric. Had they all sided 
with the Keepers? 

“Why?” Kyja asked Rhaidnan. She’d known him most of her life. She’d 
cared for his children so his wife, Char, could find work when he was captured 
by the unmakers. And she and Marcus had saved his life. 

A tall man, with skin so pale it seemed to glow, stepped across the bridge. 
Even if he hadn’t been wearing the only white robe in the crowd, Kyja would 
have known he was the leader of the Keepers by the looks of awe bordering on 
terror as the others cleared a path for him. 

“Welcome,” he said, holding out his long-fingered hands. “I am Zentan 
Dolan. As you can see, we’ve been expecting you. I’m sorry the weather hasn’t 
been more accommodating for our guests.” 

“Tell you what,” Riph Raph said. “Why don’t we just all go to our homes and 
try this again when the weather’s better?” 

“Do you always hold your guests at knifepoint?” Marcus asked. 

“Of course not,” the zentan said. His gray lips lifted into a narrow smile. “I 
must apologize. Mr. Everwood is under a bit of stress at the moment. I’ve tried 
to explain that weapons are no longer necessary here, but some are slow 
learners. Put the knife away, Rhaidnan.” 

“Not until you show me my family’s safe,” he growled. “Where are they?” 

“T said, put the knife away.” The zentan spoke quietly, but Rhaidnan’s fingers 
snapped open, and the blade dropped to the cobblestones. The hunter’s body 
jerked and spasmed like a puppet tossed about by some unseen hand. “Perhaps I 
should leave your lovely wife and two perfectly charming children with the 
unmakers for a few more days to teach you a little respect?” 

“N-no,” Rhaidnan gasped, his face straining and twisting as his body 
continued to jitter. “Pl-please.” 

So that’s why he had betrayed them. “Leave him alone,” Kyja said. Rhaidnan 


had been nearly killed by the unmakers. The idea of Char and his children being 
put through the same torture must have nearly driven him mad. 

Zentan Dolan looked at Kyja with a frown that appeared every bit as phony as 
his earlier smile. Rhaidnan’s muscles relaxed and he nearly fell. “I’m sorry,” 
Dolan said. “That was quite inconsiderate of me—especially in view of the poor 
man’s earlier . . . experiences. Return his family to him at once.” 

There was a bustle from the tight circle of Keepers. A tall woman with long, 
blond hair was pushed into the street. A length of cloth had been placed over her 
eyes, and her hands were tied behind her back. She stumbled; Rhaidnan ran 
forward to catch her. 

“Char!” he cried, pulling away the blindfold and fumbling with the knots 
around her wrists. “Are you all right?” 

“T’m fine.” She blinked in the torchlight. “Where are the children?” 

“Daddy!” A girl who was the very image of her mother rushed forward and 
threw her arms around her father’s legs. Rhaidnan lifted her and covered her 
cheeks with kisses as tears of relief streamed down his face. 

On her heels came a boy whose head reached nearly to his father’s shoulder. 
He glared at the ring of Keepers around him as though he wanted to fight each of 
them personally. “Father,” he nodded, trying to look brave. 

Then he saw Kyja, and his grimace changed to a grin that made him look like 
the nine-year-old he really was. 

“You’re back,” he shouted. 

“Kyja?” Some of Char’s fear seemed to melt away. “When did you get here? 
How ...” She looked from Kyja and Marcus, who stood with their backs pressed 
against the city wall, to the zentan and his circle of Keepers. The beginnings of 
her smile disappeared. “What’s happening?” 

Rhaidnan met his wife’s eyes for a moment but had to look away. He 
squeezed his daughter in one bear-like arm and curled his other arm around his 
son’s shoulder. “We need to leave.” 

“Your husband has been a great help to me—and to his city,” Zentan Dolan 
said to Char. “He has revealed traitors among his fellow citizens, returned these 
children to where they can be properly . . . looked after, and saved his family. I 
consider him a hero. You should be grateful.” 

Char’s steel-gray gaze went from Rhaidnan’s knife lying on the ground to her 
husband’s face. “No. I don’t believe it. My husband would never betray his 
friends.” She started toward Kyja, but Rhaidnan reached for her arm. 

“T didn’t have any choice. We—” 

Char pulled her arm from her husband’s grip. “What have you done?” She 
looked at Kyja with pleading in her eyes. “This has to be a mistake. The man I 


love would never do this.” Char started toward them, but the Keepers instantly 
grabbed her. 

“Get his family out of here,” Zentan Dolan said. 

“Leave them alone,” Rhaidnan roared as the Keepers closed around Char and 
her children. 

“No!” Char screamed. “I’m not going anywhere without Kyja.” 

“Tt’s all right,” Kyja said. She understood what Rhaidnan had done and why. 
But over the roar of the Keepers struggling with Char and her husband, she 
didn’t think anyone heard. 

“Tell me you didn’t,” Char cried to her husband as she was pulled away, 
struggling and clawing. “Tell me!” 

Just before Rhaidnan disappeared into the crowd, he met Kyja’s eyes and 
opened his mouth as if he wanted to say something. Before he could utter a 
word, he was dragged away into the darkness. 

“Open the gates,” Zentan Dolan ordered. Eight men lifted the metal crossbar 
and cranked the handles. As the gates swung slowly open, the rest of the men 
from Rhaidnan’s group were herded forward by more Keepers and at least thirty 
city guards. 

“You see?” The Zentan laughed. “More traitors. Just as I told you.” He moved 
to one side as another figure stepped into the light. 

Kyja’s heart sank when she saw who it was. “High Lord Dinslith,” she 
whispered. He looked smaller than he had the last time she’d seen him, his body 
frail and bent, his eyes dull. Weaker, too—as if the presence of the Keepers had 
drained him of both strength and authority. “Why have you let these monsters 
take over the city?” If the high lord heard her words, he ignored them. 

“These men came to break out the wizard who organized the entire rebellion,” 
Dolan said, his eyes glittering merrily. 

“Therapass?” Dinslith muttered. 

“Therapass.” The zentan nodded and laid a hand on the high lord’s shoulder. 
“Final proof that he is no longer a friend to you or to Terra ne Staric. I will have 
him executed immediately—with your permission, of course.” 

“No!” Kyja looked to the men who had come with her, but they all stood with 
shoulders slumped, eyes fixed on the ground. She turned to Marcus. “We have to 
do something.” 

“You might have these men fooled,” Marcus said, limping forward to face the 
zentan. “But we’ve seen what you did to Land Keep. We know what you really 
are.” He looked to the guards. “In a month or two, this entire city will be just 
another one of his prisons. How many people’s magic have they taken already?” 

Inspired by Marcus’s bravery, Kyja stepped up to his side. She pointed past 


the bridge, where a flagstone path wound up a steep hill to the base of the tower. 
Bordering the path were the statues of Westland’s most famous wizards and 
warriors—men and women who represented everything Terra ne Staric stood for. 
The line stretched from Varthlik Verblan—the wizard who originally founded 
Terra ne Staric—at the base of the tower to Tankum Heartstrong outside the gate. 

“Look at these statues,” Kyja called, trying to meet the eyes of those she 
recognized. “What would those men and women think if they knew who you’d 
turned their city over to?” 

The statues swiveled their heads and glared—showing clearly what they 
thought. It didn’t seem to matter. As Kyja searched the crowd, they either 
glowered at her, or more often, turned away. They were too late. The city was 
already beaten. 

“You’re mistaken,” Zentan Dolan said. “We are not here to take over your 
city. We were invited here to be of aid by your own high lord. It is only by his 
will that we stay.” He turned to High Lord Dinslith. “Do you wish us to leave?” 

Her eyes pleading, Kyja stared at the man who had led the city since before 
she was born. He rubbed a shaking hand across his wrinkled cheek and without 
looking up said, “No. I want you to stay.” 

“Fine,” Kyja snapped. “The rest of you may be beaten. But we’re not.” 

Marcus spoke up. “Maybe you forgot that we didn’t come alone.” Outside the 
gate, men moved quickly aside as two figures appeared out of the rain. Cascade 
walked side by side with Lanctrus-Darnoc, who flew a few feet off the ground 
toward Marcus and Kyja. The land elementals stretched their wings wide as the 
water elemental tossed a glittering ball of water from one hand to the other. It 
was the first time Kyja had seen them so close together. 

“Elementals,” whispered someone in the crowd. 

“They’re real,” murmured another. 

“That’s right,” Riph Raph said, bobbing his head. “Now my friends and I are 
going to teach you a lesson, dough face.” 

“Give us Therapass, and we’ ll leave the city along with anyone who wants to 
join us,” Kyja said. For the first time, the men they’d come with looked up with 
expressions of hope on their faces. 

Despite the elementals, the zentan threw back his head and laughed. “I don’t 
think so.” 


Chapter 43 


Standoff 


Marcus looked in confusion from Cascade and Lanctrus-Darnoc to the 


zentan. A man with his experience must understand how powerful elementals 
were, yet there was no sign of fear on Dolan’s face. 

“T apologize for laughing,” the zentan said, dabbing at his eyes with the back 
of his hand. “It’s just that I assumed all-powerful elementals would be so much 
more . . . imposing. Instead I find a butterfly and a fish. Ahhh, perhaps you’d 
better return to your homes before someone mistakes you for dinner and puts 
that pig on a spit.” 

“Td like to see his head on a spit,” Darnoc said, bearing his tusks. 

“You would be mistaken to judge the power of an enemy by their looks,” 
Lanctrus-Darnoc told the zentan. 

“Would I? Would I, indeed? Then show me your great power. Display the 
wonder of your land magic. Wasn’t your plan to burrow a tunnel to rescue the 
wizard? That should be simple enough.” He waved his hands. “Dig away. I am 
prepared to be amazed.” 

“Stand back,” Lanctrus said to Kyja and Marcus. 

The two backed away as the land elementals flapped their broad wings and a 
deep-throated rumbling began under their feet. Marcus planted his staff and 
leaned into it as chunks of dirt and rock ripped loose from the ground and flew to 
the side of the road. 

As soon as the land elementals began tunneling, Zentan Dolan raised his arms 
and called out, “Now!” Around him, all the other Keepers raised their arms. 
Marcus felt something like electricity fill the air. Overhead, lightning flashed, 
and the clouds began to swirl. A rush of wind, stronger than anything Marcus 
had ever felt, knocked him backward. 

The dirt that had been piling up beside Lanctrus-Darnoc’s tunnel, rose in a 
funnel of swirling debris and was thrown back into the hole. Dirt and rocks 
coming out of the ground collided violently with what was being sent back. The 
land elementals kept tunneling, but every time they seemed to make some 
headway, the Keepers increased their efforts and threw more dirt back where it 
had come from. 


Marcus cupped his hand over his nose and mouth. It was impossible to see 
through the swirling cloud of grit, which sounded like a pair of freight trains 
smashing repeatedly into each other. 

At last the crashing stopped, and the air began to clear. Coughing at the dirt, 
Marcus strained to see what had happened. Little by little, the falling rain cleared 
away the dust. The hole was gone—and in its place sat a low mound of dirt and 
rocks. 

“That’s not good,” Riph Raph said, edging behind Marcus. 

“Ts that the best you can do?” Zentan Dolan smirked. 

“Tt is pointless to continue the effort,” Lanctrus-Darmoc said. 

“What about you?” the zentan asked Cascade. “Care to test your water 
powers against the Keepers of the Balance?” 

Cascade lifted his ball of water. The clouds seemed to rip open. Marcus 
ducked his head as a torrent of water poured down. But it never reached him. 
Instead, the water poured waterfall-like into the stream, raising it nearly to the 
footbridge. Six glittering water dragons rose from the rushing water. Their scales 
gleamed like diamonds as they lifted their wings, roared, and prepared to charge 
the Keepers. 

As before, the zentan raised his arms in the air, as did the rest of the Keepers. 
A column of fire shot down from the sky. For a moment, the dragons seemed 
impervious to the heat, though Marcus was forced to drop face-first to the 
ground to keep his skin from being roasted. Then, one-by-one, the dragons 
began to disintegrate. Steam rose in billowing clouds from their backs. 

The dragons moved in stuttering steps toward the zentan, and Cascade pulled 
more water from the stream to rebuild them. It was no use. As fast as water 
replenished the creatures, the fire evaporated them until the air felt like a sauna. 
Sweat soaked through Marcus’s robe, but it was clear that the Keepers’ strength 
matched that of either of the elementals. 

“Had enough already?” the zentan taunted when Cascade lowered his ball and 
the last of the dragons disappeared. 

“Tt would seem our power is equally matched,” Cascade said. 

“Equally matched?” the zentan laughed. “You haven’t seen a tenth of my 
power.” 

Marcus turned to Kyja. Was it time to give up and jump to Earth? He knew 
Cascade and Lanctrus-Darnoc would be safe without them, but how could they 
desert Master Therapass and the people of Terra ne Staric—everyone who had 
supported them? 

The zentan seemed to read his thoughts. “Thinking of running, coward?” 

“Tt might be best,” Lanctrus-Darmoc said. “We will do what we can here.” 


“They will not be able to harm us,” Cascade said. 

“We’ll never run,” Kyja said. 

They couldn’t run out on Master Therapass, but maybe they could use a trick 
that had worked for them before. “Remember Water Keep,” Marcus whispered. 

Kyja nodded. 

The walls of Water Keep had seemed impenetrable. But by jumping to Earth, 
walking forward, and jumping back, they’d been able to get into the city. Maybe 
the same trick would get them into the tower. 

“Take them!” the zentan shouted. 

“Now,” Marcus said. He felt the Keepers’ hands grab at him, but he slipped 
through their grip, turning and falling. As he reached back for Kyja and Riph 
Raph, he thought he heard the zentan’s laughter. 

Landing on the rocky desert soil, Marcus could still hear the laughter. He 
opened his eyes and looked into a face he remembered all too well. The man 
standing before him grinned—the scar that ran from the base of his jaw to his 
right temple, twisting like a snake. 

“Okay, bad plan,” said Riph Raph, who was a shivering green rock lizard. 

“Surprise,” the man said, his silver eyes gleaming. He lifted his forked staff, 
and fire jumped between its prongs. Marcus turned to run and bumped into Kyja, 
who was staring at another Thrathkin S’Bae. It was a trap. They were 
surrounded by dozens of the wizards of the Dark Circle. 

“Thought you lost me?” Bonesplinter said. “We’ve known where you were all 
along. We could have taken you any time we wanted.” 

Marcus searched for some way out. But there was none. The Thrathkin S’Bae 
reached for his throat, and he felt himself falling again—back to Farworld. 

“Welcome back,” the zentan said as Marcus, Riph Raph, and Kyja got to their 
feet. “I trust your trip was an educational one.” 

“What do you want?” Kyja asked. 

“She sees reason!” The zentan chortled and the rest of the Keepers echoed his 
laughter. “What I want is quite simple. The pathetic worm who calls himself a 
Master Wizard stole something of value from High Lord Dinslith. I’ve kept him 
alive in the hopes he would see the error of his ways and reveal its location. Now 
that you are here, I can finally kill him. You will tell me where it is—and if you 
do, perhaps I will let you live.” 

“We have no idea what you’re talking about,” Kyja said. 

But do we? Marcus wondered. Master Therapass had gone back to the tower 
when he’d sent the two of them to the Westland woods. He’d never explained 
exactly what he’d returned for. What if he’d hidden whatever he’d taken within 
the tower? Could that be what the dreams were about? If so, revealing the 


location of the item could destroy Farworld. 

“T think you know where it is,” the zentan said, his eyes boring into Marcus. 
“Should you fail to tell me, I will kill each of the men you brought with you, one 
by one. Then I will kill their wives and children while you watch them beg for 
their lives. Finally, I will kill the two of you, slowly and painfully. Your deaths 
will last weeks, and before they are over you will break. The decision is yours. 
Tell me now—or tell me later.” 

Marcus felt his will slipping away. What choice did they have? He thought he 
could stand to lose his own life if he had to. But could he watch innocent 
children be killed because of him? He turned to Kyja and saw the same 
uncertainty on her face. They’d been too cocky, walking into the Dark Circle’s 
trap without thinking things through. It was the story of his life. But this time his 
arrogance would hurt many more people than himself. 

“T believe you are still underestimating your adversaries,” Lanctrus said, as 
though teaching a student. Her dark fox eyes glittered, and her muzzle wrinkled 
in a smile. 

“What are you blathering about?” The Zentan threw his hands in the air. “I 
thought you’d realized you were outmatched.” 

“Not outmatched,” Cascade said, the amused smile back on his face as he met 
Lanctrus’ gaze. “Just outnumbered.” 

“Outmatched, outnumbered. What difference does it make?” the zentan 
asked. “Either way, your magic is no match for mine.” 

“Maybe not directly.” Darnoc grinned, his tusks glittering in the torchlight. 
“But apparently, you’ve never heard of a flank attack.” 

For the first time, the zentan looked taken aback. He turned to his second in 
command. “You told me they were alone.” 

“Th-they are,” the Keeper said, shrinking back from his leader. “There’s no 
one else out there except the trulloch, and we’ll track him down soon enough.” 

“Enough of these games,” the zentan said, his arrogance returning. “There is 
no flank attack. You brought no others with you.” 

“We had no need to,” Lanctrus-Darnoc said. “They were here all along.” 

What were the land elementals talking about? Who was the they that had been 
here all along? If this was a bluff, Marcus thought, it would be a short-lived one. 

Lanctrus tilted her head in an oddly human gesture. “Your magic is indeed 
powerful. But you wield it as a weapon. You see only black and white, sword 
and shield. That is your strength, but it will also be your downfall.” The land 
elementals stretched their wings, and Marcus heard a sharp crack behind him. 

He spun around and peered through the west gate. At first he couldn’t 
understand what had made the sound. Then he realized something was missing. 


What was it? 

A figure moved in the darkness. A pair of Keepers flew through the air, 
landing face first in the dirt. A tall, broad-shouldered shape bulled its way 
through the crowd. Just before it stepped into the light, Marcus realized what 
was missing: the statue outside the gate was gone—its pedestal stood empty. 

“Tankum,” Kyja breathed as the warrior stepped into the clearing and 
stopped. He was still made of stone, yet he moved like a living person. 

“Nice work,” the statue said to the land elementals. “Gets kind of old standing 
up there all the time.” He stretched his arms above his head with a groan of 
pleasure—massive marble biceps bulging as his twin swords gleamed. He 
looked at Marcus and nodded. “You’ve grown some since the last time I saw 
you, kid. Any good with a sword?” 

“What is this?” the zentan howled. 

All the way along the path to the tower, stone wizards and warriors climbed 
down from their pedestals, greeting one another with shouts and calls of 
recognition. 

Tankum clanged his swords together—the sound ringing through the night— 
and the rest of the statues turned to face him. He winked at the zentan. “Looks 
like the numbers just evened out.” 


Chapter 44 


The Dungeon 


Kyj a watched Tankum—amazed to see the statue she’d passed every day as 


a child come to life—when a fireball exploded halfway up the tower hill. 
Someone—she couldn’t tell who—raised a battle cry, and suddenly the sound of 
steel meeting steel split the air. 

Bodies hurled at one another as stone wizards and warriors charged down the 
slope into the Keepers, who attacked back with blasts of fire. The zentan shouted 
for his men to form ranks, but Cascade calmly lifted the glittering orb in his 
hands, sending bursts of water that extinguished the torches, plunging the city 
into a darkness lit only by blasts of magic. All hope of an organized battle was 
lost. 

An explosion shook the ground, and Kyja fell against Marcus. 

“This way,” a familiar voice spoke into her ear. Somehow, Screech was at her 
side. His cold fingers closed around Kyja’s wrist and lifted Marcus completely 
into the air. All around them spells flew and weapons collided. The battle ranged 
from the side of the hill into the city streets, but the trulloch guided them with 
unerring accuracy through the tumult. 

“Over there,” Kyja said, spotting a metal gate. It was locked, but she knew 
she could squeeze through the rusted bars because she’d done it before—several 
months ago, the last time she’d been in the city. Marcus had more difficulty 
getting through, but the trulloch easily folded his long limbs and twisted his 
shoulders as though he were made of nothing more substantial than tissue paper. 

“How did you find us?” Kyja asked once they’d reached the relative safety of 
the tall hedges beyond. “Can you see in the dark?” 

Screech held out his broad hands. “One of the few benefits of being a 
trulloch.” 

“Where did you disappear to before?” Marcus asked. 

“The night,” the trulloch answered enigmatically. “It was too late to warn you 
when I realized the Keepers were waiting.” 

“Either that, or you were part of the trap.” 

Obviously, Marcus didn’t trust Screech. Kyja wasn’t sure she trusted him 
either. She hadn’t forgotten Cascade’s warning that the trulloch had motives of 


his own for helping them, or the fact that the Keepers had recognized Screech 
back at the swamp. But this was the third time he’d come to their aid. 

“Do you know where Cascade and Lanctrus-Darnoc went?” she asked him. 

“Pm here.” The water elemental appeared from a puddle of rain water. “The 
land elementals are supporting the statues in battle.” 

“We have to get to Therapass,” Kyja said. 

Marcus looked up at the tower with either fear or fascination. “How? There’s 
no way we can reach the underground river with all that going on.” 

Kyja pointed to the path winding past a low, stone wall. “That leads to a back 
entrance into the kitchen. With the battle as a distraction, we might be able to 
sneak past the guards.” 

“What about the unmakers?” Marcus asked. “Rhaidnan said there were at 
least two guarding Master Therapass’s cell.” 

“T sense three,” Cascade said. “But I can’t tell exactly where they are. They 
are difficult to see, even for a water elemental.” 

“Can you help us get past them?” Kyja asked. 

The Fontasian shook his head. “Unmakers are creatures of shadow, so normal 
magic does not affect them. That’s why the zentan is using them to guard the 
wizard.” 

“Maybe I can help,” Screech said. “Do I smell apples?” 

“Yes.” Kyja pointed past the hedges. “The orchard is just over there. But what 
do apples have to do with anything?” 

“Don’t tell me you’re hungry at a time like this,” Riph Raph said. “Although 
if anyone has a few spare fish, I could eat them.” 

“Did you ever notice a certain smell when the unmakers were near?” Screech 
asked, ignoring the skyte. 

Kyja tried to remember. She’d been encased in ice when they were first 
captured and later, she’d been running for her life. But Marcus nodded at once. 

“I remember. They had a moldy smell but sweet too. Like . . .” he looked up 
at Screech. “Like rotten apples.” 

The trulloch nodded. “They love spoiled fruit even more than emotions or 
magic. If we brought a couple of bushels to the dungeon, I might be able to 
distract them long enough for Cascade to open the lock.” 

“Let’s do it,” Kyja said. She started up the trail but stopped when she saw that 
Marcus hadn’t followed. He was still staring up at the tower. “What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing.” He shook his head. “Just thinking.” 

“Well, stop thinking and start walking.” She could barely keep from breaking 
into a run. The zentan had said Master Therapass was going to be executed. Who 
knew how long they had? Minutes? 


The rotten apples were even easier to come by than she’d expected. A big 
stinking pile of them sat just outside the pig pens, and several empty bushels 
were stacked nearby. She and Screech quickly loaded a basket each. 

“Are you okay?” she asked Marcus. 

“Sure,” he said pulling his gaze away from the tower. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 

He hadn’t helped load a single apple, and he seemed lost in another world. 
Kyja leaned closer, “Are you still worried about the dream?” 

He paused for a moment as if pondering her question before answering. 
“Surprisingly, no.” 

She sensed he wasn’t telling her the whole truth, but she’d have to wait until 
later to ask more. Holding the basket to her chest, she led the group up a stone 
passageway slippery with mud and damp hay. 

This was the back entrance to the kitchen, used for delivering slaughtered 
animals and fresh produce. Bella, the head cook, had taken her this way to 
escape the tower what seemed like a lifetime before. Back then, Kyja had no 
idea what the Dark Circle was. She knew Marcus only as a face in the aptura 
discerna. 

She hoped to find Bella in the kitchen, but when she reached it, the big room 
was empty. Normally good smells filled the air here no matter what time of night 
or day. But even though magical torches burned on all the walls, the place had a 
deserted feel to it, as if no one had cooked here for days or weeks. It smelled of 
spoiled meat and rotted vegetables. Bella would never have left her kitchen like 
this. Had something happened to her? Kyja hoped her friend hadn’t been 
punished for helping her escape. 

“This way.” She gestured to the group and passed the stairs she used to take 
to reach Master Therapass’s study for her magic lessons, avoiding the front 
entrance to the tower. It always had at least two guards. She cut through the back 
of the dining hall. 

“The pig sties looked cleaner than this,” Riph Raph said. 

If the kitchen had normally been clean, the dining hall had always been 
immaculate. Kyja couldn’t remember a time when the long, wooden tables 
weren’t polished to a golden honey-like gleam. Silver candlesticks provided a 
warm glow over the whole room, while china and goblets were laid out for the 
next royal meal. 

But now the room looked as if a group of wild animals had been let loose in 
it. Wine had been splashed across the tabletops. Chunks of meat were strewn 
across the floor, and fruit splattered the walls. 

Unwilling to see the tower in this kind of condition, she hurried from one 
hallway to another until they were one turn away from the door to the dungeon. 


“Tf there are guards, they’ll be just around this corner,” she whispered. 

Screech held a finger to his lips and eased around the wall. A moment later, 
he returned. “They are gone, but the door is locked.” 

“Leave that to me.” Cascade led them around the corner and stopped in front 
of the door. He put his eye to the keyhole. 

“Can you open it?” Kyja asked. 

“Splash and spray,” he said. “You humans ask the most foolish questions.” He 
held out the blue globe. A finger of water slid into the lock, and a second later, 
the globe and water froze solid. He turned the “key,” and the lock opened with a 
click. 

Kyja paused before going through the door. She’d been in the dungeon only 
once—helping Bella take dinner to a man accused of killing another over a 
woman they both loved—but the memory of the cold walls and dark cells had 
stuck with her. 

“Maybe Cascade and I should go alone,” Screech said. 

“No,” Kyja said. “We’re all rescuing Master Therapass. Right, Marcus?” Kyja 
turned for Marcus’s confirmation, but he was gone. 


Chapter 45 


The Tower 


While standing beside the animal pens as Kyja and Screech loaded rotten 


apples into baskets, Marcus’s eyes had kept slipping toward the upward jutting 
spire of the tower—his mind returning to the dream, trying to understand it, to 
decode it. More and more, he was coming to believe the zentan was right in 
assuming Master Therapass had taken something. Whatever he’d removed was 
hidden somewhere up there. Part of him wanted to run away screaming in terror 
at the recollection of how Farworld had trembled before him in his nightmare. 

But another part of him wondered what was so powerful that it could make an 
entire world fear him—a kid with his magic stolen, a leg that barely held him up, 
and only one good arm. And if the item was that dangerous, why had Therapass 
bothered to hide it at all? Why not destroy it? And why send him the dream? It 
was almost as if the wizard wanted Marcus to go into the tower—as if he was 
tempting him to see what it might hold. 

Whatever Marcus found there—if he found anything at all—he’d never use it 
against Farworld. Of that much he was certain. But if the item was that powerful, 
could it be used for good instead of evil? Could it be turned against the Dark 
Circle? Maybe that’s what Master Therapass was trying to tell him. He could 
hear the battle raging below as the Keepers fought the stone wizards and 
walriors—as citizen fought citizen for control of a single city. Who knew how 
this battle would end? And the next? And the one after that? 

Soon the battles would spread; they’d fight over more than cities. The Dark 
Circle was getting stronger. Farworld was crying out in pain at what was being 
done to it—and that pain echoed through Marcus’s body. What if he could use 
the item in the tower to stop all the battles at once—gaining victory over the 
forces of darkness without raising a sword? 

Should he go or stay? 

Look for whatever it was, or leave it where the wizard had hidden it? Every 
time Marcus tore his gaze away from the structure, which reminded him more 
and more of a skeletal finger reaching into the darkness, he resolved to stay 
outside. Then his gaze would drift back, and again he’d start to wonder. 

Torn between fear and desire, he followed Kyja into the stone passageway. As 


soon as he set foot in the tower, his worries began to disappear. As he walked 
across the hay-strewn floor, an odd separation of mind and body occurred. With 
each step, the pain in his hip diminished until it felt as if he were no longer 
moving his legs at all, but merely floating forward. 

They reached the kitchen, and Kyja crossed through an arched doorway with 
Cascade, Riph Raph, and Screech. Instead of following her, Marcus found 
himself turning down another hallway lit by flickering torches. He passed door 
after door, but none of them interested him. Whatever he was looking for was 
not behind any of them. 

An icy fist—half-horror, half-grieving acceptance—slammed into his 
stomach when he looked up and saw the spiraling staircase. He’d been meant to 
come here all along. Just like he had in his dream, he climbed the stairs one by 
one. Through the tower windows, the fighting continued below, but the sounds 
seemed farther away—less urgent. He didn’t know if it was because of his 
distance from the battle or because the item called to him with greater and 
greater urgency the closer he got to it. 

He had no idea how many steps he climbed or how long it took him. 
Somewhere in the back of his mind, he was aware of sweat streaming down his 
forehead, of his limbs trembling as he pushed his body far past what it should 
have been able to withstand. But all of that was unimportant. The only thing that 
mattered was what was waiting for him—calling him, singing to him as he’d 
sung to the tribrac. Only this song was not about fairies and brave battles. It was 
much simpler. 

Come to me. Find me. Make me yours. 

The song pulled him like a noose tied around his neck. He followed with no 
more hope of stopping it than he had of stopping gravity. 

When he felt the cold night air blowing down the stairs and realized he was 
nearing the balcony, he made one last desperate try to think for himself. This 
wasn’t like the dream, this was the dream. Lightning flashed outside, and thunder 
roared, growling like a wild animal. If he stepped onto those wet stones, he’d see 
exactly what had been in his dream—a world terrified—of him. 

A voice shouted his name from somewhere down the staircase. He understood 
he didn’t have to do this; he could still turn back if he wanted to and end this 
nightmare. He could wait for Therapass. The wizard would know what to do. 

Except, somehow Marcus was already standing on the balcony. While he’d 
been trying to decide what to do, his feet had made the decision for him. 

I am the door, the voice in his head sang at a fevered pitch. Open me. Open 
me. Open-n-n-n. The air shrank around him, crackled blue and spread. He was 
the key, and by coming here, he had opened a lock meant only for him. He 


stepped through. 


At first Kyja thought Marcus was lagging behind again. He’d seemed 
strangely remote ever since they entered the tower, as if his thoughts were 
somewhere else. But as she retraced her steps to the dining room, then all the 
way to the kitchen, she realized he was really gone. 

“What does it matter?” Riph Raph groused. “He probably got distracted by a 
coat of arms or something. We don’t have time to waste.” 

“He’s right,” Cascade said. “The guards may return any minute. The Keepers 
will discover you’ve escaped and come looking for you.” 

“The unmakers are active.” Screech shuddered. “I can feel them.” 

Kyja knew all those things, but it wasn’t like Marcus to just wander off. “I 
don’t understand,” she said. “Where would he have g—” 

Her eyes opened wide. She knew where he’d gone—she should have realized 
it as soon as she noticed him missing. “He’s heading for the balcony.” 

“In the rain?” Riph Raph flapped his ears. “He’s even dumber than I thought. 
He’ll get soaked up there, and the view has to be terrible.” 

Kyja slapped at the skyte. “He’s not going there for the view. It’s his 
nightmare. He goes to the balcony, and then something awful happens.” She 
turned to Cascade and Screech. “I need you to free Master Therapass 
yourselves.” 

“Of course,” Screech said. 

“Do you want me to go with you?” Cascade asked. “I sense something 
powerful waiting above.” 

“No. I need you to unlock Master Therapass’s cell. As soon as you do, send 
him to the balcony. I think he knows more about whatever’s up there than 
anyone. Riph Raph, fly up to see if Marcus is there yet.” 

“I’m unchained lighting,” Riph Raph shouted, shooting into the air. 

Kyja pushed the bushel of apples into Cascade’s arms and ran for the stairs. 
How could she have let this happen? She knew Marcus was upset about entering 
the tower, but she’d been so focused on freeing Master Therapass that she’d 
completely forgotten about his nightmare. 

“Who’s there?” a guard called as she passed the entryway, but she raced into 
the kitchen—the quickest way to the stairs—without looking back. 

She was sure she could catch up to Marcus once she reached the stairs—there 
was no way he could make it to the balcony without stopping to rest a few times. 
But each time she stopped to listen for him and call his name, no answer came. 
At the halfway point, she was gasping for breath, but still couldn’t hear the 


familiar tapping of Marcus’s staff. 

Had she missed him somehow? He couldn’t possibly have come this far so 
fast in his condition. Maybe he hadn’t gone up the stairs at all. What if he’d gone 
back outside the tower to wait? She’d nearly decided to turn back when she 
caught the first faint sounds of someone climbing the stairs above her. 

“Marcus!” she screamed, her voice echoing. The only answer was the rolling 
crash of thunder. 

A bedraggled Riph Raph flew down the narrow staircase, water dripping from 
his wings. “He’s already on the balcony,” the skyte called. “I tried to stop him, 
but it was like he couldn’t hear me.” 

Kyja raced up the stairs again, sweat pouring down her face. She was almost 
to the top. “Marcus, stop!” 

Cold air blew her hair from her face. She could hear the tap, tap, tap of wood 
on stone. With the last of her energy, she raced up the final stairs and ran to the 
balcony door. Marcus stood outside. Water poured from the sky in a torrent, 
slicking his hair to his head and turning his blue robe black. He didn’t seem to 
notice. His eyes were fixed on a shining column of white light. Floating in the 
middle of it was what looked like a gauntlet. Purple and silver sparks leaped 
from the armored glove as it slowly tumed. 

“Stop,” Kyja cried. Whatever that thing was, it seemed to have Marcus 
hypnotized. She had to keep him from reaching for it. 

She stepped out onto the balcony to tackle Marcus if she had to. But before 
she could reach him, a figure moved behind her. Seeing the motion, she turned, 
but something heavy hit her on the back of the neck, and she collapsed to the 
ground. 


Chapter 46 


Innoris a’Gentoran 


In some attic corner of his brain, Marcus sensed he was not alone on the 


balcony. That knowledge was rendered trivial by the power of what floated 
before him. Encased in a pillar of white light so bright it seared his eyes and 
burned the thick black clouds overhead, a gauntlet blazed with a violet splendor 
as though composed of millions of tiny amethysts. Sparks of purple and silver 
shot from its surface as it pulsed with the rhythm of his heart. 

Instinctively, Marcus understood it was meant for him, that it had been placed 
here in anticipation of his arrival. By whom or by what, he didn’t know—and 
didn’t care. His appearance had drawn it from its hiding place. He reached his 
hand into the light; the brightness raced up his arms and over his body until he 
glowed like a beacon, burning in the night. 

He stretched forth his hand, and a purple flicker jumped from the gauntlet to 
his fingertip. Energy surged through him as if he’d just been wired to a generator 
of enormous potential. Strength flowed through his limbs, and every hair on his 
body stood at attention. Yet he’d felt only a tiny spark. What sort of power might 
the gauntlet itself hold? 

Be careful, a voice warned in his head. But he couldn’t be careful. He 
couldn’t have pulled back now even if his life depended on it. And it very well 
might. No human body was meant to have this kind of power. He pushed his 
hand forward, slipping it into the gauntlet. 

The glove closed around his fingers, fitting his hand every bit as perfectly as 
he knew it would. 

“How does it feel?” asked a voice from behind him. 

Marcus turned to see Zentan Dolan standing in the doorway. 

“How does it feel to hold the power of a world in your hand?” The zentan 
stepped forward, his eager face illuminated by the light shining from Marcus’s 
body. With the strength of the gauntlet flowing through him, Marcus understood 
two things. 

He realized that despite having a human form, Zentan Dolan was not human. 
And he understood where the Keeper got his magic. 

The zentan’s pale face broke into a smile. Thousands of glowing violet lines 


radiated from his body into the darkness. Each line pulsed and glowed in faint 
imitation of the gauntlet. 

Marcus watched the violet lines. “Those all lead to people you’ve scaled, 
don’t they? You’re drawing their magic from them.” 

“Of course.” 

Marcus looked out over the balcony. He wasn’t surprised to see all of the 
Keepers with violet lines extending from them as well. “Did you give any of the 
magic away to others, or was the whole rebalancing concept a scam?” 

“A scam?” the zentan frowned. “No, not at all. I promised magic would be 
rebalanced from those who couldn’t use it to those who could. I did exactly that. 
As it turned out, I am the one best equipped to use it.” 

“What about the people you promised magic to? Didn’t they wonder why 
their power never increased?” 

The zentan laughed aloud, his guffaws echoing into the night. “That was the 
beauty of it. They thought they were more powerful. They thanked me for 
increasing their magic. Said they felt better than they had in years. And the few 
who didn’t ended up with the harbingers—at least, until you came along.” 

Marcus flexed his fingers inside the gauntlet the tiniest bit. Somewhere in the 
distance, a mountain shifted on its foundation. He shivered. What could he do if 
he waved his hand? Sink cities, reshape landscapes, move continents? “What are 
you?” he asked Dolan. 

“Does it matter?” the zentan answered, and Marcus realized it didn’t. Dolan’s 
eyes glittered like steel in the night. “Do you understand what you have?” 

Marcus nodded slowly. “This gauntlet is what you’ve been trying to find. It’s 
what you’ve been searching for.” 

“Innoris a’Gentoran—the Hand of Life. It’s why I came here in the first place. 
Not just to this city, but to this world, over two hundred years ago. It was stolen 
from me.” 

Marcus was afraid to move for fear of what he might do with the power 
without meaning to. Wearing the gauntlet was like being a giant in a world of 
ants. One wrong move of his wrist might cause tornadoes, hurricanes, or tidal 
waves. He looked from the glove to Dolan. “It does what you’ve tried to do with 
the snifflers—it takes other people’s magic—doesn’t it? Except it draws on the 
magic from all the people in the world at the same time.” 

“That ... and so much more,” the zentan said. “Those elemental friends of 
yours think they control magic. But the real control is the power to bend magic 
to your will. I can show you how to use it. I can teach you.” 

Now it was Marcus’s turn to laugh. “You mean, take it from me? I don’t think 
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SO. 


“Not until you’re ready to give it up. I’ve waited over two hundred years to 
find it. What are a few more? I swear I won’t touch it until you are finished with 
it.” 

Marcus knew the zentan was telling the truth—did wearing the Innoris 
a’Gentoran grant him the ability to tell when someone was lying? On the other 
hand, he knew he wasn’t getting the whole truth. “As soon as you got your hands 
on it, you’d destroy me.” 

“Why would I do that? I don’t care about you or your world. The only reason 
I’m here is to get what was taken from me. I’ll help you accomplish anything 
you desire. Then, when you’re finished shaping this world after your design, PI 
take my property and leave. You have my word.” The zentan’s eyes glittered as 
he spoke with a silky voice. “I can show you how to destroy the Dark Circle.” 

Marcus blinked. “Is that . . . possible?” 

“Look inside yourself. You know it is.” 

Marcus closed his eyes, allowing the power of the gauntlet to flow through 
him, and for the first time, he really saw. All his life he’d assumed he was seeing 
everything there was to see. But his eyes were limited; they showed him only 
what was on the surface, a tiny fraction of what was really there. Through the 
Hand of Life, though, he could see underneath. 

Not just inside rocks, trees, and animals—although he saw those, too—but he 
could see their relationships. How a falling rock caused an avalanche that moved 
a stream that undercut a bank that toppled a tree that hit a woodcutter, causing 
him to lose a limb that cost him his wife, who met a man that started a battle that 
led to a war that... 

The interactions between one thing and another were endless—everything 
shaped the things around them. He saw them all—cataloging them through the 
eyes of the woodcutter and his wife, the bark of the tree that fell, the flake of the 
rock which caused the avalanche, all at the same time. Even more than that, he 
realized how he could reshape the events. With no more than a breath, he could 
restore the man’s limb. His wife would never have left. 

And the war that costs hundreds of lives between two cities would never have 
taken place. 

It wasn’t as if he would need to go back in time, because now he could see 
time as just another relationship—as flexible as all the others. At first he thought 
maybe this was the way Cascade saw, and his temper flared as he wondered why 
the water elemental had never shared this with him. But then he realized that 
what he saw and felt was beyond what any creature or elemental experienced. 

His gaze fell on an army of Fallen Ones far to the north. He traced them back 
to the Summoner who’d raised them, which led to an army of Thrathkin S’Bae 


marching toward a border town, which took him back to the lair of the Dark 
Circle itself, and the creature who led it. For a moment, Marcus felt himself 
slipping into the creature’s head and gasped with surprise. He’d assumed the 
Dark Circle wanted to destroy Farworld. But that wasn’t their intention all. 

It wasn’t destruction the Dark Circle wanted but . . . 

“The scales have fallen from your eyes.” The zentan nodded. “What will you 
do about it?” 

“T have to stop them,” Marcus gasped. 

Zentan Dolan held out his hands, palms up. “What’s stopping you?” 

“T don’t know how,” he admitted. He no longer needed to close his eyes to 
see, but there were too many relationships to keep of track of—too many 
variables changing every time he considered an option. Killing the creature that 
headed the Dark Circle was easy. But another would take his place. Even if he 
destroyed all of them—the Fallen Ones, the Summoner, the Thrathkin S’Bae, 
that would only stop things for a century or two. Like cutting off the heads of a 
hydra, the Dark Circle would rise again no matter what he did. 

“Perhaps you’re looking at it from the wrong direction,” the zentan said. 

“T don’t understand.” Marcus shivered. 

“There’s one relationship you’ve overlooked.” 

What was Dolan talking about? No matter what Marcus did, the Dark Circle 
would keep coming back. They were only going to get more powerful. And if he 
and Kyja continued on their course, they were playing right into the Dark 
Circle’s hands. The only way he could stop them would be— 

Inside the gauntlet, Marcus’s hand clenched, and thunder ripped through the 
sky like a fiery sword. The relationship was so obvious, he didn’t see how he’d 
missed it. He couldn’t stop the Dark Circle no matter how he attacked it. 
Farworld was inherently vulnerable—like an egg before a snake. 

If he couldn’t stop the snake, maybe he could change the egg into a hawk. He 
could make Farworld so powerful that nothing could damage it. 

The way to do that had been right in front of him all along. Master Therapass 
had been more right than he had known. There was a link between Marcus and 
Farworld, a link more powerful than even the wizard realized. 

“To save Farworld, all I have to do is . . . heal myself.” 


Chapter 47 


Weakness 


Was it really that simple? With the new vision the glove provided, Marcus 


studied his body and cringed at what he saw. Again, he realized, the wizard was 
right. The injuries the Dark Circle inflicted on him when he was an infant should 
have killed him. The only reason they hadn’t was because of his tie to Farworld 
—a tie that for some reason he feared to examine too closely. 

“The doctors tried to repair my bones and tendons,” he murmured, running 
the gauntleted hand gingerly across his limp left arm. “But no matter how many 
surgeries they performed, no matter how much physical therapy I went through, 
it would never heal completely. Because . . . because the injuries aren’t just 
physical.” 

He shuddered as he realized what Master Therapass had meant when he said 
his wounds couldn’t be healed with normal magic. “It’s like the Dark Circle put 
some of what they’re made of inside me. The doctors couldn’t fix my body 
because a part of me is just as corrupt as the Dark Circle.” The thought of the 
darkness living and even growing inside his flesh made him want to vomit. It 
was like discovering a nest of maggots squirming and breeding just under his 
skin. 

“Then burn it out,” the zentan said. “Cleanse yourself of the darkness and 
cleanse Farworld at the same time.” 

“Yes.” Marcus nodded. That was the only way. Even with the power of the 
Innoris a’Gentoran, he could not completely repair the damage. Like a cable 
rusted from the inside, there would always be inherent weakness in his body. The 
only way to heal himself was to burn everything out—tear it away and rebuild 
from scratch. 

“Tt will hurt,” Marcus murmured. He didn’t mean it would hurt him, although 
he knew his pain would be so exquisite, it might come very close to killing him. 
But the cleansing would hurt Farworld, too. 

“Of course it will hurt,” the zentan said, his voice oozing with contempt. “It 
should hurt. Perfection requires sacrifice, and you are far, far from perfect. Look 
at yourself. Look at Farworld. Both of you are disgusting.” 

Marcus looked at himself—his pathetic arm, his misshapen leg. The sight 


made him gag. Weakness and frailties filled him like poison polluting a stream 
of crystal water. He looked at the world around him. It was no better. At the first 
sign of the Keepers, Terra ne Staric had folded in on itself. People were afraid, 
and the Dark Circle preyed on their fears. The fact that he’d ever considered 
himself capable of saving himself—never mind all of Farworld—was pathetic. 

“Tf you are afraid of a little pain,” Dolan said, “you don’t deserve to be cured. 
Give me the Hand of Life and stay here, wallowing in your inadequacies. You 
and this world deserve each other.” Zentan Dolan reached for the glove. Marcus 
jerked it away. 

“Tt’s mine!” he shouted, rage boiling inside him. He was weak. He was 
inadequate. His entire life he’d felt powerless. Locked in a wheelchair or 
crawling like a bug on the floor, he’d been dependant on others. But that was 
about to change. Holding the gauntlet high above his head like a lightning rod, 
he reached for all the power available to him. Magic was everywhere—in adults, 
children, animals, plants, rocks. Even the ground itself contained magic. All of it 
flowed to his hand like water down a hill. 

Wind spun around him in a frenzied tornado. Lightning bolts struck at the 
glove and added to the magic. As the power came, Marcus felt himself 
expanding, growing in the darkness. He felt as tall as the zentan—taller. His 
head seemed to reach the top of the tower and beyond. The stones of the building 
trembled beneath his weight, and the very ground strained to hold him up. He 
felt taller than the tallest mountain, looking down on the world he was about to 
save. 

People cried out in terror as their magic was pulled away from them. Forests 
moaned, their roots clutching the ground for purchase. Boulders shook, and 
plants flattened themselves against the ground. Still he kept taking magic. He 
needed all the power he could get to rebuild himself and Farworld. Let them 
complain for the moment. They would thank him afterward, when they 
understood. 

Somewhere far underground, a gray face looked up in surprise. The leader of 
the Dark Circle raised his hands in fear, the gold ring on his finger blazing—the 
ring with the same symbol as Marcus bore on his shoulder. 

Marcus took his magic too, laughing at the pitiful coward. “You did this to 
me. You caused this pain. Now you can feel it yourself.” 

Clenching his fist into a flaming ball of white, molten lava, Marcus looked 
down at his powerful body and prepared to purify both himself and Farworld. 

A single voice whispered, “Don’t.” 


Kyja came to slowly. Cold water pounded against her arms and legs, but 
something warm and scratchy caressed her cheek. 

“Wake up,” a voice said, and despite the freezing rain, she thought she was 
back in the Goodnuffs’ barn. How many times had she woken to Riph Raph 
licking her face or pulling her hair? 

“A few more minutes,” she mumbled, rolling over. 

“You don’t have any more time.” A flash of pain shot through her head and 
neck as she moved. Riph Raph nipped at the lobe of her ear. “Wake up.” 

“Ouch.” She touched the back of her head, and another flair of agony shot up 
her spine to her skull. 

“Come on,” the skyte said, tugging at the front of her robe. “We have to get 
out of here. He’s gone crazy.” 

Kyja opened her eyes and instantly wished she hadn’t. Wind-lashed rain stung 
her skin, lightning glared, and the stone floor seemed to seesaw beneath her, 
making her stomach lurch. Where was she? The last thing she remembered, 
she’d been racing up the stairs, looking for— 

“Marcus!” She pushed herself to her elbows, ignoring the pain in her head 
and the churning in her stomach. Something was happening at the edge of the 
balcony. Her first thought was of Marcus’s dream. Thunder crashed just the way 
he’d described it. Gales slapped her robe against her body and whipped her hair 
across her face. Rain fell in such heavy sheets that it was impossible to see 
clearly. In the middle of it all, a figure stood with his arm raised to the storm. 

Clutching the balcony wall for support, she pulled herself up. The wind 
threatened to knock her over the side, but she had to find Marcus. The huge 
creature at the end of the balcony was some kind of monster. Purple light 
encased it like a bloody, second skin. The figure throbbed with a dark energy 
that made her skin tingle. Evil seemed to seep from it like a putrid gas. 

“We have to go,” Riph Raph shouted over the storm. “Can’t you feel it? He’s 
sucking all the energy into himself. He’s going to explode.” 

She could feel it. This was what Marcus had warned her about. Whatever the 
monster was, it was the betrayer of Farworld. Not Marcus. But where was 
Marcus? She searched the balcony and found a second figure. Zentan Dolan 
stared at the creature with rapt attention. 

She opened her mouth to warn Marcus—wherever he was—to get away, 
when the creature threw back its head and laughed. “You did this to me!” it 
shouted toward the night, sparks of energy shooting from its hand. A blade of 
lightning sliced through the sky, illuminating the monster’s face. Kyja stumbled 
backward. 

“No,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief. The creature had Marcus’s face, 


but it was twisted, pale. It couldnt be him; it was the very embodiment of 
darkness. And just as he had predicted, the entire world drew back from him in 
terror and revulsion. 

This wasn’t Marcus. This ravening creature couldn’t possibly be the boy she 
was such close friends with. Unaware she was doing it, she staggered forward on 
numb legs—eyes searching for some semblance of the person she knew. 

“Are you crazy?” Riph Raph screeched, pulling at her hair and flapping his 
wings in a vain effort to lead her back to the stairs. 

“Not you. Not you. Not you,” she said, without realizing she was speaking. 

The creature clenched its fist, sending out a burst of light that nearly blinded 
her. Holding her hand to block the light burning her retinas, she understood what 
was about to happen. Marcus was about to destroy Farworld. 

In despair, she whispered, “Don’t.” 


Chapter 48 


Sacrifice 


Kyja feared it was too late. Heat seared her skin as she squinted against 


what looked like a miniature sun. The balcony was lit up as if it was the middle 
of the day, and the whole world seemed to stop. 

“Do it,” the zentan said, his face locked in a blazing grin. “Burn it all.” 

The creature that couldn’t be Marcus—but had his face—raised its hand, then 
hesitated. “Kyja>” 

Zentan Dolan spun around, his eyes meeting hers. “Stop your meddling,” he 
hissed. “This is none of your business.” He raised his fist to strike her, but his 
arm stopped midair as though frozen in place. The veins in his neck bulged as he 
struggled to move; something was clearly holding him back. 

Kyja thought she knew what it was. “Marcus?” she asked softly. “What are 
you doing?” 

At first the creature said nothing. She wasn’t sure it could hear her—or that if 
it did, it understood who she was. Standing in front of this glowing figure raging 
with dark energy, she felt as though she were in the presence of an insane god. 

Then it spoke. “Cleansing.” The voice wasn’t Marcus’s. It shattered the air 
like thunder. 

“Cleansing what?” she asked, afraid of what his answer would be. 

“Myself,” came the answer. Revulsion radiated from the figure in a cone of 
icy cold. 

On her shoulder, Riph Raph shivered and whispered, “Don’t make it mad.” 

Kyja ignored both Riph Raph and the zentan, who was furiously glaring at 
her, still unable to move. This wasn’t Marcus she was talking to. But somewhere 
inside it, Marcus still existed—at least, she hoped he did. She had to get through 
to him before he destroyed both himself and Farworld. 

“What are you cleansing yourself of?” 

“Weakness.” 

That was it. That’s how they’d gotten to him. He’d always been afraid of 
being weak, the same way she’d always been afraid of having no magic. But if 
she’d learned one thing over the last few days it was that shortcomings weren’t 
always what they seemed. “Master Therapass warned us that we shouldn’t be too 


anxious to get rid of our weaknesses. He said sometimes they turn out to be our 
greatest strengths.” 

“Wrong!” the creature roared, making the light flare. Both Kyja and Riph 
Raph flinched. “The Dark Circle preys on weakness. The only way to stop evil is 
to purify the world so the evil can never get a foothold.” 

“So this isn’t just about you,” Kyja said, knowing she was risking the 
creature’s anger, but also knowing it might be the only way to reach Marcus. 
“Tt’s bad enough that you want to remake yourself, but now you want to remake 
everyone else as well. Remember what the land elementals said about judging 
others . . . and judging yourself.” 

“Tt’s for their own good,” the creature growled. But she thought she sensed 
the smallest crack—that maybe Marcus was within reach. 

“Did you ask them what they thought of your plan?” she asked. “Did you ask 
if they wanted to be perfected? Or did you take what they want into 
consideration? It only seems fair to ask if you’re stealing their magic to purify 
them.” 

“Stealing? No.” This time she was sure she heard Marcus’s voice. He 
sounded miserable and lost. Beneath his rain-soaked hair, his eyes had a glazed 
stare. 

She pressed on. “What else would you call it? You’re no better than the 
Keepers. What gives you the right to decide what’s best for everyone else? 
You’ve never taken anything that wasn’t yours.” Kyja stepped forward. The light 
in the creature’s fist seemed to dim just a little. “Why start now?” 

“Don’t listen to her!” the zentan shouted. “She talks about stealing. But she’s 
the thief. She wanted magic so much, she stole yours.” 

The creature turned its head. Kyja thought she heard it say something that 
sounded like line. 

“That’s true,” the creature roared. The globe of fire in its hand flashed so 
bright Kyja had to close her eyes. “You stole my magic just like the Keepers 
stole theirs.” 

“No. I didn’t.” Kyja shook her head. But . . . had she? Hadn’t it seemed just a 
little too convenient that Marcus’s magic disappeared about the same time she 
got hers? Didn’t a part of her always think that having magic was too good to be 
true? She must have suspected, but her happiness at having what she’d always 
wanted kept her from considering its source too closely. 

“No one cares where power comes from, as long as they have it,” the zentan 
said to the creature. “Stop wasting time and do what you have to do. There’s no 
place for weakness.” 

The creature raised its fist; Kyja swallowed hard. “Maybe I did steal your 


magic,” she said, her face burning. “Maybe I’m the thief the Augur Well talked 
about. But I didn’t do it on purpose. I wanted magic so bad that I didn’t worry 
about where it came from or whether having it was right or wrong. But isn’t that 
exactly what you’re doing now? You’re taking what you want without weighing 
the cost. I know how you feel about your injuries.” She blinked away tears. “I 
wanted magic as much as you want to be strong. But I gave up my dream for 
Farworld. Can’t you?” 

“She’s lying.” The zentan said. 

“Pm not. Giving up my magic was the third test. Marcus, you were 
unconscious, so you never knew about it.” 

The creature stood silent. Like listening to someone far away, Kyja heard the 
sound of her own voice saying, I give . . . my magic, as though Marcus were 
replaying the scene. 

Little by little, the light began to fade. “You gave it away?” This time the 
voice was Clearly Marcus’s. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

She shrugged. “It wasn’t as important as getting you healthy. Once you were 
all right, there didn’t seem to be any point.” 

The glowing globe winked out, leaving Marcus—not the creature—standing 
in a purple glow. Slowly, he lowered his fist. 

“Don’t be a fool,” the zentan said. Now free of Marcus’s hold, he slipped his 
hand into the pocket of his robe. “If you quit, you’ll never defeat the Dark 
Circle.” 

“Maybe not. But if I do defeat them, it’1] be by my own power.” 

“Our power,” Kyja corrected. 

“Our power,” Marcus repeated. He held the gauntlet before him as if seeing it 
for the first time. “This provides the power the snifflers use to steal magic.” He 
turned to the zentan. “What would happen to you if it were destroyed?” 

“Enough! You are not worthy of the Innoris a’Gentoran. You are as weak as 
the rest of this world. They deserve whatever comes to them, and so do you.” 
The zentan pulled a blade from his robe. Flames leaped and danced on its slick 
dark surface. He pointed it toward Kyja but spoke to Marcus. “This is flazite. 
One scratch, and your blood turns to fire. Give me the gauntlet, or your friend is 
dead.” 

Marcus raised the gauntlet as if about to use its power again, but Kyja shook 
her head, her rain-drenched hair clinging to her cheeks. She’d seen what the 
glove did to Marcus, how even a little power from it changed him. “Don’t use it 
again. It’s too dangerous.” 

Marcus searched her eyes. “But I don’t have magic without it.” 

“Maybe if you destroy it, my magic will go back to you.” 


“T can’t take that from you,” Marcus said. Kyja smiled. “I already gave it 
away. Besides, I think the Keepers have relied on others’ magic too long. I don’t 
think they can survive without it.” 

“She’ |! die first,” the zentan said. 

Kyja met Marcus’s eye and nodded ever so slightly. “Now!” she shouted and 
dropped to the ground. Riph Raph flew from her shoulder, blowing a fireball to 
distract the zentan. But even as Marcus slammed the gauntlet to the stone wall, 
shattering it into a million glittering pieces, Kyja knew it was too late. 

The zentan’s hand was a blur. The blazing light of the flazite blade tracked 
her to the ground. Its aim was true. She watched it fly straight at her, knowing 
she was about to die and hoping Marcus would be able to complete their quest 
alone. 

She didn’t see the figure leaping from the doorway until he dove, stretching 
out his powerful body to intercept the knife meant for her. With an explosion of 
fire, the blade entered his chest. 

“Rhaidnan!” Kyja screamed. The hunter collapsed to the ground, his face a 
mask of agony. 

Without the magic of all the people he’d stolen it from, the zentan howled in 
rage and pain. His skin seemed to shrivel and melt. But Kyja cared nothing of 
that. She wrapped her arms around Rhaidnan. “Marcus, do something!” 

“Too ... late,” the hunter said. His skin had turned a bright red, and smoke 
leaked from his eyes like burning tears. Rain drops sizzled against his cheeks. 
“So sorry,” he whispered through gritted teeth. “Tell... tell Char...1... didn’t 
dis-a-ppoint.” 

“Never,” Kyja whispered, tears streaming down her face. “You never 
disappointed me or her.” 

“Made ... children . . . proud.” Flames burst through his robe, forcing Kyja 
to back away. But before Rhaidnan disappeared completely in a pyre of flames, 
she saw him smiling. 


Chapter 49 


Reunion 


Leaning against the balcony wall, Marcus felt as if he’d just returned from a 


long trip. His head ached, and it was hard to concentrate. He could remember 
putting his hand into the gauntlet and seeing so many amazing things. But 
exactly what he’d seen was beginning to fade. Overhead, the clouds cleared 
away—the storm seemingly ended by the destruction of the Innoris a’Gentoran 
—and light from all three moons washed over the balcony. 

Looking down, he was not surprised to see the battle appeared to have ended. 
Villagers wandered the streets in confusion as the guards relit the torches. With 
the power of the Hand of Life destroyed, his magic was back, but all the aches 
and pains—and weaknesses—returned as well. He guessed he’d have to live 
with them after all. 

He found his staff a few feet away and stumbled on wobbly legs to Kyja’s 
side, where she stood weeping over what was now no more than a pile of ashes. 
“My fault,” he croaked. 

“No.” She squeezed his hand. “Rhaidnan did what he had to—to restore his 
honor.” She turned to glare at the crumpled body of Zentan Dolan. “It’s his 
fault.” She looked like she wanted to kick him, but the zentan himself was little 
more than a dried husk—his body shriveled like a piece of fruit left out in the 
sun. 

He was like a vampire, Marcus thought. Kept alive by sucking away the 
strength of others. And Marcus had come close to becoming the same thing. The 
pull of the power had been so great. If Kyja hadn’t stopped him, he might have 
destroyed Farworld, thinking all the time that he was curing it. 

“We need to check on Master Therapass,” Kyja said. 

They started toward the staircase, when Riph Raph spoke up. “Hey, you two. 
I don’t think this guy’s completely dead.” 

Marcus heard what sounded like a newspaper crinkling in the wind, and 
turned to see the zentan’s body moving. His arms and legs—really no more than 
leather-covered sticks—writhed on the ground as though he were trying to get 
up. His eyelids flapped open and closed like window shades over his empty, 
black eye sockets. 


“That’s disgusting.” Kyja wrinkled her nose. “He can’t be alive. It has to be 
some leftover magic.” 

But Marcus wasn’t so sure. He didn’t remember most of what happened after 
he put on the gauntlet, but he did remember realizing that the zentan wasn’t 
human. “Stand back,” he said pushing her against the wall. 

The zentan’s body began to shake. His skull banged against the ground— 
teeth chattering. His chest swelled as though he were trying to breathe—once, 
twice—and then, with the sound of a dried squash cracking, ripped open. Wet, 
black gore poured from the dead man’s body. The glistening puddle pulsed on 
the stone floor. 

“What is it?” Kyja asked. 

Marcus shook his head. His body felt drained, but sensing something was 
about to happen, he readied his magic anyway. 

Out of the slime rose an obsidian demon with shoulders as broad as Marcus 
was tall, a horned head with a dog-shaped snout, and two tentacle-like arms that 
ended in coiled whips. At least twelve feet tall, the demon towered over Marcus 
and Kyja. Its legs—each as big around as tree trunks—ended in sharp hooves 
that struck sparks from the stones as it stomped against the balcony floor. 

“Ahhh,” it groaned, flexing its muscles. “It feels so good to be free of that 
limiting human body.” 

“Time to go,” Riph Raph called. 

Before Marcus could take a step, one of the demon’s tentacles slashed 
through the air, slamming him against the wall. His staff clattered across the 
balcony, and a burst of agony raged through his good arm. 

“Heal yourself now!’ the demon roared. 

“Leave him alone!” Kyja shouted. 

She ran toward the demon, but it wrapped an arm around her and held her 
over the edge of the balcony. Hanging hundreds of feet in the air, she screamed 
and struggled in its grasp. 

Riph Raph flew at the demon, hissing and blowing fireballs, but the demon 
slapped him away without even a glance in his direction. 

“Shall I drop her?” the demon asked Marcus. “Break her like you broke the 
Innoris a’Gentoran?” 

“No,” Marcus said. “Let her go. She didn’t do anything to you.” 

“On the contrary,” the demon said, “she ruined something I have spent over 
two hundred years working for. A quick death is too good for her.” 

The demon set Kyja back on the balcony. “You watched as what I wanted was 
destroyed. Now you can watch as I destroy your friend. Pll do it slowly so you 
don’t miss a thing.” 


With Kyja safe on the ground, Marcus blasted the demon with a gust of air 
magic. It didn’t seem to affect it at all. “Is that the best you can do?” The 
creature sneered. “Killing you will be far too easy.” 

“Maybe you’d like more of a challenge,” said a voice from the stairway. 

The demon spun around as Tankum Heartstrong stepped onto the balcony. 
The stone warrior pulled his twin swords from the scabbards on his back. “Your 
Keepers were too easy. I got to use only my fists on them. It’s time I wet my 
blades.” 

“Go back to your pedestal before I reduce you to rubble, statue.” The demon 
looked away disdainfully. It stepped toward Marcus, and Tankum charged. 

So quick Marcus never saw it coming, the demon snapped its left tentacle, 
whistling through the air at Tankum. The warrior raised his sword to meet the 
attack, but the strength of the blow knocked him backward. Instantly the demon 
struck again with its other arm, this time aiming higher. 

Tankum ducked the second arm, spun around, and stepped inside the attack. 
He swung both swords at once at the demon’s neck. With surprising agility, the 
demon pulled away, but the right blade nicked its chest. 

Unhurt by the cut, the demon kicked its hoof, hitting Tankum in the side of 
the head. “Had enough fun yet?” the demon taunted as Tankum shook off the 
blow. “Quit now, stone head, and PI let you wet your blades on the girl.” 

“T’m just getting started,” Tankum said. He feinted left toward the demon then 
swung his right sword in an overhand blow. The demon countered with a strike 
of its own, but the warrior was waiting for it. In a blur of movement, he brought 
up his left blade and sliced off the tip of a tentacle. 

Dark, green gore oozed from the tip of the severed limb and smeared the end 
of the blade. 

Tankum held out his bloodied blade, taunting the demon as he called it 
forward with his other sword. “Come and get more, dog face. If I’m going to 
clean one blade later, I might as well clean them both.” 

With a cry of rage, the demon attacked with both arms. Tankum fought back, 
but it was impossible to fend off all the demon’s blows. A quick snap caught him 
on the back of his leg, sending him stumbling. Another wrapped around his left 
wrist, nearly pulling the sword from his grip. 

With blindingly quick strokes, Tankum fought back. His blades flew so 
swiftly, they were only a silver blur in the moonlight. Man and demon moved 
about the balcony in bounds and leaps—striking and parrying, ducking and 
feinting. 

Marcus tried to help, but his magic wasn’t strong enough to affect the battle. 
All he could do was stay out of the way, cradling his broken right arm to his 


chest. Master Therapass had told him how strong and fast Tankum was, but 
seeing it for himself took his breath away. Every time the demon seemed to have 
Tankum cornered, the warrior found a way out of it. His swords moved as 
though they were part of his body. 

He managed to hit the demon several times, drawing blood on more than one 
occasion. But for every blow that connected, the demon struck twice. Tankum 
didn’t bleed, but pieces of him chipped away at an alarming rate. 

Ducking a particularly fierce attack, the demon opened its mouth and sprayed 
something that looked like acid on Tankum’s left arm. Smoke rose from the 
stone, and his sword fell to the ground. Before he could retrieve it, the demon 
struck at his right wrist. Stone cracked, and the sword slipped from his grasp. 

In an instant, the demon wrapped the soldier in both arms and lifted him over 
its head like a child. “Time to see if rock can fly,” the creature boomed, walking 
toward the edge of the balcony, sparks flying from its hooves with each step. 

“Don’t!” Kyja screamed. She ran toward the demon, but there was nothing 
she could do. A second before she reached it, a blast of blue flame struck the 
demon on the side of the head, sending it spinning. It stumbled backward and 
Tankum dropped from its arms, hitting the ground with a thud. 

A bent figure limped onto the balcony, his long gray beard swaying with each 
step. The figure raised an arm, and another blast of fire rocked the demon. It 
roared in pain, shaking its massive head. 

“Looks like I have to get you out of another predicament,” Master Therapass 
said, a crooked grin splitting his seamed face. 

“What are you talking about?” Tankum said, getting to his feet and retrieving 
his swords. “I’m always the one getting you out of trouble.” 

“Haven’t I told you a hundred times, magic over might?” Therapass said. 

“And haven’t I reminded you just as many that your magic wouldn’t be here 
if not for the might of my swords?” 

With a howl of rage, the demon charged both men. Tankum met the charge 
with his blades raised. The demon spit a cloud of acid, forcing Tankum to 
backpedal. 

“Too much for you?” the demon howled, battering the warrior with one strike 
after another, sending chunks of rock flying through the air. 

“Try hitting what you can’t see,” Therapass said. He raised his staff, and a fog 
of gray smoke surrounded the demon’s head. 

The demon whirled, teeth bared. “Time to finish you off, old man.” It lunged 
toward the wizard, snapping its arms like bullwhips. Therapass blocked the first 
two swings with his staff, but a kick from the demon’s sharp hoof got past his 
defenses and sent the wizard flying across the balcony. Blood streamed from 


Therapass’s shoulder. 

Tankum stepped in front of the demon as it tried to finish the wizard off. With 
one sword held cross-wise in front of him and the other behind his back, he 
whirled toward the demon. The spinning blades hacked at the creature’s arms, 
leaving no opening for it to strike back. 

“Now who’s saving who?” he called to Therapass. 

“Just letting you feel useful,” the wizard called, pulling himself to his feet. 

Forced backward by Tankum’s attack, the demon snarled something that 
sounded like, “Trigrk gra.” 

Eight black globes rose from its chest and flew at Tankum. He caught the first 
with his sword, shattering it into a thousand tiny drops that hissed as they landed 
on the ground. The second globe hit his right leg, burning a deep crater into it 
before he could slap the orb away with the edge of his sword. 

“A little help here!” he shouted, trying to keep track of the six remaining 
balls. 

“Right behind you,” the wizard said. He raised his fist and sent a handful of 
ice bolts that shot the globes out of the air. 

The wizard and the warrior attacked and parried with the demon, combining 
strength, cunning, and more than thirty years of fighting, back to back. But 
despite their best efforts, the demon held them off at every turn. Though green 
gore flowed from at least a dozen cuts and burns, none of them showed any sign 
of slowing the creature. 

But Master Therapass was beginning to weaken. Fighting against the 
unmakers appeared to have taken its toll. 

“Let’s finish this thing off,” he gasped, shooting a ball of fire at the demon’s 
feet. “So you can buy me dinner.” 

“T always buy dinner, you miser.” Tankum blocked a tentacle and attacked 
with a reverse spin. Even he looked like he couldn’t hold out much longer. Huge 
chunks of stone had been torn from his chest and legs, and he could barely move 
his left arm. 

The demon struck again. This time, Tankum’s response was too slow. The 
creature’s tentacle hit his left arm and ripped it completely off in a shower of 
dust and rock. Tankum’s sword fell to the ground. 

“No more playing,” the demon growled. Focused on Tankum, it never saw 
Kyja as she darted forward and lifted the heavy sword from the ground. She 
slipped under its guard and slashed at its unprotected ankles. 

With a howl of rage, the demon lunged for her. 

Using the trick Lanctros-Darnoc had taught him, Marcus summoned a swarm 
of glittering green insects that flew into the creature’s face, stabbing at it with 


venomous stingers. 

As the demon swatted them away, Tankum dropped to his knees and pushed 
Kyja to safety. 

The demon looked down, and Therapass blasted it from above with a bolt of 
lightning. At the same time, Tankum lunged up, driving his sword into its 
stomach. 

Gurgling in pain, the creature tried to pull the blade out, but the warrior 
twisted it, driving it deeper. With a howl of agony, the demon opened its mouth 
and lowered its head to bite Tankum. 

Therapass stepped forward, his fist glowing bright red as he slammed it into 
the demon’s face. It screamed, raised its tentacles high into the air, and exploded 
in a spray of black goo. 

“Mine!” Therapass and Tankum shouted together. 

Therapass looked at Kyja with a sardonic grin. “You saw the whole thing. Tell 
this rock head that I finished the demon off.” 

Tankum winked at Marcus. “The poor old fool’s eyesight is failing. Explain 
to him how I landed the killing blow.” 

Marcus and Kyja looked at each other wide-eyed and both burst into laughter. 


Chapter 50 


Graehl 


Keep your balance now. Lean more to the left. Find your center. Pivot.” 


Following Tankum’s advice, Marcus put more of his weight on his left leg 
and turned. They were in the small practice arena behind the tower. Tankum had 
been completely healed by Lanctros-Damoc, and Marcus was feeling better as 
well. All around them, men and women sweated as they trained in the hot 
afternoon sun. Most of them practiced with swords much bigger than the one 
Marcus was using—but a few swung maces or shot arrows at practice dummies. 

“Can you feel it?” Tankum asked. 

Marcus nodded. The leather grip of the half-size sword felt good in his hand, 
and the weight no longer seemed like it was going to topple him over any 
minute. “But I’m not sure I can swing without falling.” 

The warrior hefted his own curved scimitar. “That’s where magic comes in.” 

“But I thought only wizards used magic.” 

Tankum winked and looked over his shoulder as though making sure no one 
was close enough to overhear him. “We let the spell-tossers think that so they 
don’t get cocky. But just because they can’t swing a sword without cutting off 
their noses doesn’t mean a warrior can’t enhance his skills with a little extra 
something. Watch closely.” 

He swung his blade—which must have weighed ten times that of Marcus’s— 
so quickly it was nothing but a blur. Now that Marcus was looking for it, he 
could see how the warrior enhanced his balance and speed with bursts of air and 
land magic. 

“Think you can do that?” Tankum asked. 

“T think so.” It came down to cutting wind resistance on the swing while 
strengthening his stance and arm through land magic. Concentrating on the 
balance, he whispered, “Air and land, foot and hand,” and swung the sword. The 
power and speed of his swing were so great he nearly fell over, but the extra land 
magic kept him upright. 

“Very good!” Tankum said, beaming at his pupil. “Keep that up, and we’ll 
make a soldier out of you yet.” 

“He’d make a better scholar,” said Lanctrus-Darnoc, who were watching from 


just outside the arena. “Although you’ve got a lot more studying to do.” 

Marcus turned and realized Kyja was watching from the other side of the 
arena wall. “Did you see that?” he called. 

“Very impressive,” she said. 

“You should try it yourself.” 

Kyja shrugged. 

Marcus puffed up his chest. “Maybe it’s more of a guy thing.” 

“Are you going to let him get away with that?” Riph Raph squawked. 

Kyja rolled her eyes and vaulted the wall into the arena. 

Marcus hoped she didn’t embarrass herself. Sword fighting was trickier than 
it looked. “Don’t get down on yourself if you don’t pick it up right away. It’s 
harder without magic.” 

“TIl try not to do too badly,” she said, strapping on a padded leather practice 
vest and helmet as though she’d done it before. 

He handed her his sword, but she waved it off, calling to one of the female 
weapon masters, “Yhuleana, throw me a one-and-a-half handed claymore.” 

The athletic-looking woman pulled a sword more than twice as big as the one 
Marcus had used off the rack and tossed it into the air. Kyja caught it smoothly 
in one hand. She flexed the blade, tested the balance, and said to Tankum, “Care 
to spar?” 

“Love to.” Tankum grinned. 

“You might want to stand back,” she told Marcus. 

Unable to keep his jaw from hanging open, Marcus stepped a few feet away 
and watched in amazement as Kyja and Tankum battled toe-to-toe. Tankum was 
stronger. But even without the benefit of magic, Kyja was amazingly quick and 
dexterous. She moved like a humming bird, stepping outside the warrior’s range 
before darting inside his swings. More than once her sword threw off sparks as 
she made contact with Tankum’s stone body. 

At the end of fifteen minutes, both were breathing hard. “Well done,” Tankum 
said, ending the bout by holding his sword at his chest and bowing. “I would 
gladly fight with you at my side.” 

“Wow!” Marcus said. “That was incredible. Where did you learn to fight like 
that?” 

“A guy thing?” Riph Raph blustered. “She’s beat you at Trill Stones and 
sword fighting. She’s tougher and smarter than you’ll ever be.” 

Hiding a smile, Kyja bit her lip and gave her sword and vest back to the 
weapon master. “What do you think I did while the other kids were practicing 
spells?” 

“You humans are full of surprises,” said Cascade, who continued to make a 


habit of randomly appearing out of nowhere. Today he wore a hat, leather vest, 
and a pair of woolen britches instead of his usual blue robe. 

“What’s up with the outfit?” Marcus asked. 

“T thought dressing like a human might help me understand them better,” the 
water elemental said. “But mostly, it just itches.” Cascade nodded toward a thin 
man with a small beard standing a few feet away. “That gentleman’s been 
watching you both for quite some time now. It might be worth your while to go 
meet him.” 

“Who is he?” Marcus asked. Something about the man looked familiar, but he 
couldn’t say exactly what. 

“Go over and find out,” Cascade said. 

Marcus and Kyja approached the man, who seemed embarrassed to be 
noticed. He looked as if he might flee, but at the last minute, licked his lips and 
stood his ground. 

“Hi. I’m Kyja, and this is Marcus,” Kyja said. 

“I... I know.” The man bobbed his head and tried to shrink in on himself in a 
way that seemed very familiar. He kept his head cocked toward his chest as 
though he were used to looking down on people, even though he wasn’t all that 
tall. 

“Do I know you?” Kyja asked. “I do, don’t I?” 

“Well,’—the man shrugged—“we have met before. But I looked a little 
different back then.” 

Marcus was sure he’d never met this man, but Kyja’s eyes lit up as her mouth 
formed an O of surprise. “Screech!” 

What was she talking about? Marcus looked from Kyja to the man. Screech 
was a cave trulloch at least seven feet tall. This human couldn’t be more than 
five ten. But there was something about him that looked a little like the 
snaggletoothed creature. 

The man swallowed—his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down on his 
whiskered throat. “I suppose I should have told you before. But it was a little 
complicated, considering the circumstances.” 

“What happened to you?” Kyja asked. “Who turned you into a human?” 

“Actually, it was the other way around. You see . . .” He licked his lips and 
looked at the ground. “I used to be a Keeper.” 

“A Keeper?” Marcus growled. He knew they shouldn’t have trusted him. 

The man nodded, his eyes still fixed on his feet. “One of Zentan Dolan’s top 
aides. For a long time, I believed he was right that giving magic to the most 
powerful was the best way of keeping balance in the world.” 

Marcus felt his face burn and found himself looking at the ground too. 


“T thought that way until I talked to some of the people who’d been scaled,” 
Screech continued. “That’s when I realized more good gets done by normal men 
and women engaging in everyday acts of kindness than by all the most powerful 
people combined. Once I discovered that, I tried to tell the others. A few of them 
listened to what I had to say, until. . .” 

“Until Zentan Dolan found out,” Kyja said. 

“That’s right.” The man looked gratefully up at her. “He turned me into a 
trulloch and sent me to work for the unmakers. He used them to torture 
information out of people as well to breed more snifflers. I knew if I didn’t obey, 
Pd be fed to the unmakers next.” 

“So you let them kill other people to save yourself,” Marcus said. “You would 
have let them kill us if we hadn’t escaped.” 

The man pulled at his long, scruffy hair with both hands as though the pain 
helped him deal with his guilt. “I can never make up for that. But I am grateful 
to you two for helping me escape. And for killing the zentan and breaking his 
spell. I’d like to assist you with the rest of your search. If you’ll let me. I know 
you have no reason to trust me.” 

“And we have lots of reasons not to,” Marcus said. “You came this far just so 
you could get turned back to a human.” 

“You don’t owe us anything,” Kyja said. “I’m just glad you aren’t with those 
horrible creatures anymore. But if you want to help us, we’d love to have you.” 

Marcus scowled. Mr. Z was right. Kyja was the most stubborn person Marcus 
knew once she made a decision. And he still didn’t trust Screech as a man or a 
trulloch. He glanced back at Cascade, who was watching them with his 
annoyingly amused smile. 

“What do we call you?” Kyja asked. 

“My human name was Graehl. But I’m thinking maybe I should just stick 
with Screech. To remind me of what I was.” 

“No,” Kyja said. “I like Graehl better. We all have things we need to forget. 
We’ ve all made mistakes.” 

She didn’t look at Marcus, but he couldn’t help thinking about what nearly 
happened in the tower. Maybe the land elementals were right. Maybe he was too 
quick to see the worst in others—and in himself. 

“Yeah,” he said. “We have.” He stuck out his hand. “Nice to have you with us 
... Graehl.” 

The man smiled for the first time since they’d met. He took Marcus’s hand. 
“Nice to be here.” 

“T hate to interrupt,” a guard said. “But are you Marcus and Kyja?” 

“We are,” Kyja said. 


The guard jerked a thumb toward the tower. “Master Therapass would like to 
meet with you in his study.” 


Chapter 51 


The Place Between 


Master Therapass’s study looked like something had recently exploded 


inside. Boxes, crates, and baskets were scattered everywhere. The shelves— 
normally covered with everything from animal skulls to bottles of sparkling 
powders and mysterious liquids—were either empty or in complete disarray. 

“Hello?” Kyja said, sticking her head through the doorway. 

“Bring that box of books over here,” the wizard said without turning around. 

“Does it always look like this?” Marcus whispered. 

“No,” Kyja whispered back. 

“Usually it’s worse,” Riph Raph said with a shudder. 

“Be quiet.” Kyja found a wooden box filled with a disorganized array of 
leather-bound tomes and carried them across the room. “Where would you like 
me to put these?” 

“What?” the wizard spun around and blinked. “Oh, it’s you. I thought it was 
the people I requested to get this place in order. Just set them over there with the 
goat cheeser.” 

Kyja had no idea what a goat cheeser was, so she just pushed aside a dusty, 
stuffed fish with scales peeling off and set the box on a shelf. 

“Did you get robbed or something?” Marcus asked, looking around at the 
mess. 

“So it would seem.” Therapass threw his hands in the air. “Apparently when I 
was locked in the dungeon, a few other wizards decided my study and 
possessions were free to whomever wanted them. If I find out who took my 
fossilized bat livers collection, PII string them up by their nose hairs. It’s going 
to take me weeks to get this place back in shape.” 

“You asked to see us?” Kyja asked, brushing the dust off her hands. 

“Yes, yes.” The wizard held up something that looked like a blue hourglass 
filled with glowing sparks. He turned it one way and then another before 
muttering, “I have no idea what this is,” and tossing it back into a box. “Sit 
anywhere you want.” 

Kyja and Marcus looked around the room for a seat, but there was only one 
chair, and it quickly scuttled across the floor to catch Master Therapass as he 


collapsed backward into it. They each settled atop a wooden crate. 

“Now then,” the wizard said, tugging on his beard. “I understand you’ve had 
a few adventures since we parted company.” 

“That’s the understatement of the century,” Riph Raph said. 

“Quite a bit has happened,” Kyja agreed. 

“Well then,” the wizard said, leaning back in his chair and lacing his fingers 
in front of his chest. “Tell me all about it.” 

Kyja looked at Marcus. Where to start? “I guess the first thing was when 
Marcus and I jumped to Earth.” 

“Really?” the wizard said. 

For the next hour and a half, Kyja and Marcus took turns relating all the 
things that had happened to them—from the unmakers to the Fontasians, to 
Water Keep and Land Keep, the snifflers, the harbingers, the Keepers, Cascade, 
Lanctrus-Darnoc; finally ending with the zentan and Innoris a’Gentoran. 

The wizard seemed particularly interested in the water and land elementals. 
He asked several questions about Land Keep and the tree of books, muttering, 
“PII have to visit it at my first opportunity.” He seemed very impressed with how 
they’d handled the tests on their way to finding the Augur Well and asked 
several times to repeat exactly what it had told them. 

He laughed aloud at their description of Mr. Z. Kyja saw what looked like 
recognition in his eyes and asked if he knew the little man. 

The wizard only smiled and said, “I might. I might.” 

“What was that demon you and Tankum fought on the balcony?” Kyja asked 
once they’d finished telling their story. 

“An excellent question,” the wizard said. “You mentioned the snifflers and 
the unmakers. I believe your water elemental friend explained how they are 
creatures of shadow.” 

“Yes,” Kyja said. “But what does that mean?” 

Master Therapass stroked the tip of his beard. “Shadow creatures are not from 
this world.” 

“You mean they’re from Earth?” Marcus asked. 

“No, they’re not from there, either.” 

Kyja wrinkled her brow. “If they’re not from Earth or Farworld, where are 
they from?” 

Therapass leaned back. “You mentioned that when you jumped from the 
snifflers to Earth, you seemed to get stuck for a moment. That you heard 
something coming toward you?” 

“You mean the in-between place,” Marcus said. “The gray area.” 

“The between place, yes. I have long suspected that between Earth and 


Farworld is a third realm. Another world, if you will. When I opened the 
doorway that sent Marcus to Earth, I sensed something there. It is a place of 
shadows—shadow creatures. The Dark Circle has apparently found a way to tap 
into that world. I have good reason to believe the demon hidden within the 
zentan’s body was from that shadow world, as are the snifflers and the unmakers. 
Their magic is extremely dangerous. It is imperative that they all be captured or 
destroyed.” 

“Ts that where the Hand of Life came from?” Marcus asked. 

At the name, Therapass raised his eyebrows. “Oh, is that what the old snake 
called it? More like the Hand of Death. Yes, it, too, came from the realm of 
shadows.” 

“The zentan said it was stolen from him,” Marcus said. “He said he came here 
looking for it.” 

“That was a lie,’ Master Therapass said. “I have no doubt he lusted after it 
once he realized what it was. But creatures of shadow cannot leave their realm 
on their own. They must be summoned. The demon arrived here long before the 
Innoris a’Gentoran. I’m sure the Dark Circle brought him here the same way 
they brought the gauntlet.” 

“So how did the gauntlet get here?’ Kyja asked. 

“The Dark Circle reached into the realm of shadows and took it. I’m not sure 
how. It was merely a powerful artifact there, but here they thought it would 
allow them to rule all of Farworld.” 

“Why didn’t it?” Marcus shivered. “They could have controlled all magic 
with it.” 

“They couldn’t use it completely,” Therapass said. “It was beyond their 
abilities.” 

Kyja sensed the wizard was avoiding something. “If the Dark Circle had it, 
how did it end up here in the tower?” 

The old man pushed himself out of his chair with a groan and limped across 
the study. He lit a fire in the big stone fireplace, changing the flame from blue to 
green to red, and back to blue again. 

“Master Therapass?” Kyja got up from her box. 

The wizard paced slowly around the room, touching objects at random. 
“When I was much younger and much more foolish, I heard a rumor that the 
Dark Circle had obtained a device of such great power that whoever owned it 
could do anything they wanted. I also heard that no wizard had been able to use 
it. Being vain and prideful, I thought that if I could get my hands on the device, I 
could be the one to unlock its mysteries.” 

“But you would have used it for good,” Kyja said, clasping her hands in front 


of her chest. 

“So I told myself. But the truth was, I allowed myself to be blinded by the 
promise of power. I told myself I was only seeking after it for the greater good of 
man, but I allowed myself to be seduced by the very evil I was fighting against. 
And I joined the Dark Circle.” 

“No!” Kyja gasped. That wasn’t possible. 

The wizard clenched his fists. “I don’t know what might have happened had I 
been able to use the Innoris a’Gentoran. It wasn’t until I realized its power was 
beyond my reach as well that I came to my senses. I stole it and brought it here, 
telling myself that such had been my plan all along. It wasn’t until I sensed the 
power of shadow on Zentan Dolan when he arrived here with High Lord Dinslith 
that I realized the gauntlet might no longer be safe.” 

Marcus shook his head. “Why didn’t you just destroy it when you realized it 
was of no use to you?” 

“T couldn’t,” the wizard said, waggling a finger in the air. “At the time I didn’t 
think anyone could.” 

“So you hid it,” Kyja said. 

“I hid it in a place I thought would be completely safe—right under their 
noses, but hidden in such a way that only one person besides myself could find 
it.” 

Marcus got slowly to his feet. “Me.” 

“You,” the wizard said with a nod, returning to his pacing. “If something 
happened to me, I knew that an item of such power should only be left in the 
hands of the person destined to save Farworld. Even if I knew you couldn’t use it 
either.” 

Marcus hesitated. “But I did use it.” 

“Yes, you did. It was only once I was in the dungeon that I realized you 
would be able to. I tried to send you a warning through the dawn chimes, but the 
pull of the Innoris a’Gentoran was too strong.” 

Marcus blushed and stared at the floor. “When I was wearing it, I thought I 
was stopping the Dark Circle once and for all by making everyone on Farworld 
too perfect to be tempted by them.” 

“Instead you would have become the master of darkness yourself,” the wizard 
said. “By trying to force everyone to meet your image of perfection, you would 
have damned them to eternal servitude with you as their master. You would have 
been as corrupt as the Dark Circle.” 

Marcus jerked as if he’d just remembered something. “When I was wearing 
the gauntlet, I saw something. I think I was in the head of the Master of the Dark 
Circle.” 


Therapass stopped pacing and stared at him. “What did you see?” 

Marcus shook his head. “I don’t remember exactly. It’s all sort of fuzzy now.” 

“Try,” the wizard said. “Concentrate.” 

“Pm trying,” Marcus said, squeezing his eyes shut. “I was surprised. I 
thought the Dark Circle wanted to destroy Farworld, or take it over. But they 
didn’t, at least not right away. They wanted... they wanted . . .” He pounded his 
fists against his legs. “I can’t remember. It’s all a blur.” 

“Tt’s all right,” the wizard said. “Maybe it will come to you later. If not, this 
much gives us something more to consider. As with Trill Stones, the more we 
know about the enemy’s strategy, the more likely we are to defeat it.” 

“What happens now?” Kyja asked. “We still need to find the air elementals 
and the fire elementals.” 

“Yes.” Master Therapass tugged at his beard. “But there are several things to 
be taken care of first. Our city is in shambles. High Lord Dinslith is no longer fit 
to rule. I have been asked to take his place.” 

“You’re going to be the new high lord?” Kyja asked, grinning ear to ear. 

“T’ve been asked to be, but I don’t think Pll accept the position. I have too 
much to do. I’ve asked Breslek Broomhead to take it instead. He was one of the 
few wizards to stand against the Keepers, even at the possible danger of his 
family.” 

“What about Rhaidnan? Who will take care of his wife and children?” 

“As his first order as high lord, Breslek will declare Rhaidnan a city hero for 
sacrificing his life to save you and Marcus. His statue will be added to Terra ne 
Staric’s greatest wizards and warriors. His family will be well cared for.” 

“What’s going to happen to the other wizards and warriors?” Marcus asked. 
“Will they go back to being just. . . statues again?” 

“For the time being, no. I have asked Tankum if he would consider leading a 
small army consisting of the other stone wizards and warriors to search out and 
destroy all of the unmakers and snifflers, and to make sure no Keepers remain. 
The stone warriors should be somewhat immune to the power of the shadow 
creatures, so it is a good assignment for them. Lanctrus-Darnoc have agreed to 
join them. Their power will keep the warriors and wizards from returning to their 
previous state.” 

Kyja nodded. It would be good to know the snifflers and unmakers were gone 
once and for all. “Will Cascade stay with us?” 

“Pve asked him to go on a special mission important to humans and 
Fontasians alike. Until I know more, his operation will remain a secret.” 

“So it’s just Kyja and me going to look for the other elementals?” Marcus 
asked. 


“There will be others to help you,” the wizard said. “But I am afraid you will 
need to postpone searching for the other elementals for a few weeks—or 
possibly months. For a time, Marcus, I must ask you to remain on Earth.” 

Marcus looked up in shock. “Why?” 

The wizard clenched his staff. “Haven’t you wondered why you could use the 
Innoris a’Gentoran when no one else could? Why you were able to destroy it?” 

Marcus shrugged. “Because I’m the one who’s supposed to save Farworld.” 

Master Therapass shook his head. “The gauntlet was not created in or for 
Farworld.” 

“Then why?” 

“After I hid the gauntlet, once I was locked in the dungeon, I had a chance to 
study the unmakers. I sensed something in them I had only sensed twice before 
—in the zentan and in one other place.” 

“What are you saying?” Kyja asked, a chill running up her back. 

“The realm of shadows is a place we know very little about. As you have 
seen, it contains creatures that can wield great power here on Farworld. 
Ordinarily those beings of shadow would not pose a threat unless they were 
summoned here. They should be unable to harm you as you pass from Earth to 
Farworld and back. The fact that they not only sensed Marcus’s presence among 
them, but actually hunted him down, combined with the fact that he was able to 
use the Innoris a’Gentoran, worries me a great deal.” 

Marcus raised his hands. “I don’t understand. What does that mean?” 

The wizard looked Marcus in the eyes. “I’m sorry, but the only thing I can 
conceive of to explain this is that you must have a special relationship to the 
realm of shadows.” 

“What kind of relationship?” 

“Pm afraid I must conclude that one of your parents was a creature of 
shadow.” 


Chapter 52 


Good-bye 


I can’t believe you have to go.” Kyja folded her arms across her chest. “This 


totally stinks.” 

Marcus couldn’t help smiling at all the Earth slang she’d picked up. At the 
same time, he was doing everything he could to keep from crying as they stood 
just outside the ruins of the Goodnuff farm. Being away from Farworld and his 
only friends for weeks—or months—was going to kill him. 

“Maybe you could occasionally jump me back without anyone knowing,” he 
suggested. “Just to say hi and tell me what’s happening.” 

“I can’t,” Kyja said. “You’d have to jump to get me back to Farworld, and 
Master Therapass insisted that jumping’s too dangerous until we understand 
more about the realm of shadows. Once you’re here or there you’re safe, but . . 

“T know. I know. Jumping across is the most dangerous because my body is 
there.” He’d hoped their experiences with the Augur Well had convinced her to 
be more of a risk taker. Apparently, not everything had changed. 

“T wish you could stay here a few days longer,” she said. “But Master 
Therapass think it’s best if you leave before the Dark Circle has a chance to 
recover.” 

Marcus nodded glumly. “Did you manage to pry anything out of Cascade 
about his secret mission?” 

“Not yet. But Pll keep snooping.” 

“T still don’t trust him completely. He always has that odd little smile. And he 
didn’t come up to the balcony to help fight the demon after he freed Master 
Therapass from the dungeon.” 

Kyja picked a long blade of grass and poked Marcus in the chest with it. 
“Scree—I mean Graehl, said they were both keeping the unmakers occupied so 
Master Therapass could get away.” 

“Yeah, well, I don’t know that I trust Graehl much either. He didn’t tell us 
what he was really up to before. Who knows if he’s telling us everything now?” 
Marcus kicked a rock buried in the ground and looked at the mountains where 
the sun was beginning to rise. All around them, small purple flowers began to 


raise their heads in song. 

Marcus listened to their beautiful music, relieved that the song no longer 
included images of him destroying Farworld. He wondered if one of the dawn 
chimes might be the mother of the fairy they’d saved. 

“T guess it’s time for you to go,” Kyja said, blinking quickly. 

Marcus wiped his eyes with the back of hand. He thought about trying to 
convince her to wait a little longer, but he already knew what she’d say. Master 
Therapass wanted him on Earth well before sunrise. By now Bonesplinter and 
his army of Thrathkin S’Bae would undoubtedly be on their way back to 
Farworld to regroup after their latest failure. 

Therapass was hoping the motorcycle was still there and that Marcus could 
manage to somehow get it moving with only one good arm and leg—even if it 
meant driving the whole way in first gear. But if not, Marcus would have to 
crawl the couple of miles to the monastery where he was supposed to stay until it 
was Safe to bring him back to Farworld, and the desert heat could be almost as 
deadly as the dark wizards. 

“Do you really think Therapass is just guessing that the monks will let me 
stay with them?” he asked. “Or do you think there’s something about the 
monastery he’s not telling us?” 

“T think there are a lot of things he’s not telling us,” Kyja said with a shrewd 
smile. “But the good thing about me staying in the tower is that I'll have plenty 
of time to poke around while you’re gone.” 

“TIl do the same there.” 

“And you have your books,” Kyja added. 

“Right.” Marcus hefted the pack of books and scrolls Master Therapass had 
given him to study. It was heavy. If he had to crawl, he’d have to leave it with 
the motorcycle until he could come back for it later. But between the magic 
books, the histories, and what little there was on elementals, it would give him 
plenty to study while he was stuck on Earth. 

“Master Therapass said I can use the Aptura Discerna to check up on you 
now and then,” Kyja said. 

“Just make sure it’s not first thing in the morning or right before bed. I’d 
rather not have you peeking at me while I’m getting dressed or going to the 
bathroom or something.” 

They both giggled at the thought. “I promise to keep my eyes closed until 
Master Therapass says you’re decent.” 

Marcus sighed. There was so much to think about, so many things happening 
here. He knew being stuck on Earth, with no idea what was occurring on 
Farworld, would drive him crazy—even if he did have the books and scrolls to 


keep him busy. 

“See you later, fish breath,” he said to Riph Raph. 

The skyte looked up from licking his talons as though he hadn’t even realized 
Marcus was there. “Haven’t you left yet?” 

“TIl try to figure out a way to send you messages,” Kyja said. 

They both stood awkwardly, looking anywhere but at each other. Then as if 
on cue, each stepped forward and wrapped their arms around each other. After a 
moment, Marcus pulled back, not sure of what he was going to say or do. Kyja 
leaned forward and kissed him softly on the lips. 

Before he could say a word, the tugging sensation pulled in his stomach, and 
he was falling. He opened his eyes to find himself sitting by the side of a narrow 
dirt road in the middle of the Arizona desert. A few feet away, the motorcycle 
was waiting. 

He touched his lips softly, as though afraid that whatever was on them might 
rub off, and shook his head. “Wow.” 


Interlude 


Unlikely Allies 


The Dark Circle 

Cold lines of sweat trickled down Bonesplinter’s face as he knelt on the floor 
of the antechamber. He did not wipe them away. Clutching his staff crosswise 
before him, the Thrathkin S’Bae tried not to think of what lay ahead. But 
beneath his black robes, his heart thudded with the knowledge that the remainder 
of his life could be measured in minutes. 

The walls and floor of the hexagonal room were highly polished black stone 
with tiny flecks of silver. Occasionally the flecks shot out blue arcs of fire that 
sparked and crackled up the walls to the domed ceiling high above, like seeking 
fingers. 

Is that how death would come? Blue flames wrapping around his neck and 
cutting off his breath so he couldn’t even cry out as they burned his life away? 

His eyes strayed to the deep grooves running from each corner of the room 
and down to a small bowl at the center. His fingers tightened around his staff, but 
he dared not raise it. Even if he hadn’t known how close he was to Fein Ter’ er, 
the inner sanctum of the Master, he could feel bands of energy raging invisibly 
about him as if he were kneeling at the edge of a hurricane. He understood 
instinctively that the moment he so much as lifted the staff, dark magic would rip 
his body to shreds. 

They had failed again to capture the boy. That much he knew, although not 
how or why. It wasn’t his fault this time. His men had been exactly where they 
were supposed to be—had done everything they were asked to do. He couldn’t 
be blamed. 

But the master wouldn’t see it that way. 

Yet even here, with shame making the thick scar on his face burn, and his 
death only minutes—perhaps seconds—away, he couldn’t help feeling magic 
flowing wildly around him and imagining what it would be like to take control 
of it. To hold in his fist the power, to call up almost endless armies of the dead, 
to raise and destroy kingdoms, to move the very mountains beneath which he 
knelt. 

Above his head, something crackled and flared. A bolt of blue lightning 


struck the ground beside him, and the Thrathkin S’Bae hunched his shoulders, 
waiting for the next blow that would undoubtedly take his life. But the blow 
never came. When he dared raise his eyes, a figure sat on a throne, where the 
room had been empty only a moment before. 

“Master,” Bonesplinter whispered, returning his gaze to the floor. He hoped 
the end would come quickly but feared it would not. 

After a moment, when nothing had happened, he dared to raise his eyes again. 
He’d never seen the Master of the Dark Circle in person—only a hand or eyes in 
the darkness—and hoped to gain a glimpse before he died. But even that wish 
seemed too much to hope for. The gem-encrusted throne was clearly visible: 
blood red with veins of black. Outstretched claws twisting up from the arms and 
legs looked like some creature in mortal agony. 

Two eight-legged dogs perched at either side of the throne, so thin their bones 
pushed against their black fur. Their red eyes watched him hungrily, as though 
only waiting for their master’s word to tear the Thrathkin S’ Bae limb from limb. 

The figure in the throne was not so easy to see. Though only a few feet away, 
it seemed to swim in and out of focus—a shadow within a shadow. For a 
moment, Bonesplinter thought he could make out a dark face, gray lips straining 
over long, yellowed teeth. But a moment later, the face disappeared like swirling 
smoke, to be replaced by a young woman with achingly beautiful features and a 
tongue that flicked out from between her red lips like a viper’s. 

Trying to make out the figure made Bonesplinter’s head ache. He satisfied 
himself with concentrating on the wrinkled, gray hands that gripped the arms of 
the throne. On the right hand, a gold ring glimmered. He had kissed that ring 
only a few months before with hopes of reestablishing himself with the Master— 
reclaiming a position of power. Now those hopes were crushed. 

“T am old.” The voice speaking from the shadows sounded neither male nor 
female. It could have come from a child or an ancient. It could have come from 
something not human at all—a dragon flushed with razing an entire city or the 
crimson-stained steel of an executioner’s blade. 

Bonesplinter had no idea how to respond, so he said nothing. 

“Do you have any idea what the difference is between life and death?” the 
figure asked between sharp intakes of air. 

This was it. This was the moment. Bonesplinter tensed his muscles, 
wondering what direction death would come from. He licked his lips and 
managed a hoarse whisper. “No.” 

The voice laughed cruelly. “It’s a riddle all men solve eventually. I’ve helped 
hundreds discover the answer. Thousands. I myself have nearly solved it more 
than once.” 


The figure shifted in its chair and sighed deeply, as though remembering. “I 
think the distance might not be as far as most think.” 

Bonesplinter screwed up his courage, his limbs trembling, and managed to 
choke out, “I... failed you, Master.” 

“Yes, yes.” The papery gray hand waved in the air as though brushing off a 
bite-me fly. “Failure and death. All men must taste both in their lifetimes.” 
Along each of the walls, pulses of energy raced upward in zigzagging patterns, 
exploding loudly overhead as they clashed together. “I do not wish to taste 
either!” The voice—now hard as stone—roared. “Is that too much to ask?” 

“No!” Bonesplinter quailed, his pulse racing. 

“No.” The voice grew soft again, and along the walls, the energy dropped 
back to its previous levels. “Do you believe there are worlds within worlds?” 

Confused, Bonesplinter nodded dumbly. He had no idea what the Master was 
talking about, but the fact that they were still talking inspired a faint sliver of 
hope. 

If the Master saw him at all, he seemed to pay no attention, but went on 
talking. “The foolish believe they see things as they are. But the truly wise 
understand that nothing is as it appears. Life lies within death. Success within 
failure. You have seen Earth and Farworld. Perhaps even sensed a link between 
the two. But there is another world more powerful than both.” 

Bonesplinter waited silently, trying without success to understand what the 
Master was saying. 

“T have tried to kill the child three times,” the Master finally said. “Perhaps it 
is not his death I must seek at all, but his failure. As death lies within life, so 
perhaps the child’s failure lies hidden within his success.” 

The figure shifted again, and Bonesplinter felt a sudden, intense aching at the 
center of his brain. He looked up to see two yellow eyes staring at him from 
within the shadows. “Why do you think the boy seeks out the elementals?” the 
voice demanded. 

Bonesplinter felt as though his head was splitting in two. “To return to 
Farworld,” he moaned. “It’s the only possibility.” 

“Perhaps,” the voice agreed. Bonesplinter felt sure the veins in his head were 
about to burst. “He hopes to return to his own world and the girl to hers. But it is 
not that simple. The scales are not so easily balanced. The wizard knows that— 
which leads me to believe he is not telling the children everything. There is 
something he knows that I must understand. But I have allies he is not aware of.” 

The burning inside Bonesplinter’s skull stopped, and it was all he could do to 
keep from collapsing to the floor. The Master’s attention had been turned 
elsewhere. In a haze of pain, the Thrathkin S’Bae looked up to see a section of 


wall slide open. The master’s assistant—a creature with the body of a twisted 
human and the head of an owl—stepped through the opening. In its mold-coated 
arms, it carried a small, curved dagger, a cage, and a box made of polished, black 
wood. 

The creature handed the dagger and the cage to the Master. Both dogs sniffed 
curiously at the cage, but when the creature shuffled to the center of the room 
and opened the box, they pulled back snarling and whining. 

Bonesplinter watched as the creature lifted a bleached white skull from the 
box and placed it near the bowl-shaped opening in the floor where the trenches 
met. He’d never seen anything like it. The skull had thick, curved horns similar 
to a ram or a goat, but instead of growing forward or around to each side, the 
horns curved up and then back into the skull again as if it had somehow 
succeeded in goring its own brain. A single eye socket lay black and empty in 
the center of the skull’s forehead. 

As silently as it had arrived, the owl creature picked up the box and 
disappeared from the room, leaving the door open a crack. Bonesplinter watched 
as the Master’s gray hands lifted the cage. Something round and furry squeaked 
inside the thin bars, which looked suspiciously like they were made of bones. As 
the Master unlocked the cage and reached inside, Bonesplinter recognized the 
animal—an ishkabiddle. At the sight of the ball of fur, the two dogs nearly went 
wild. 

“Soon, my pets, soon,” the Master whispered. He raised the curved dagger 
into the air. As he brought the blade down, the ishkabiddle seemed to sense what 
was happening. At the last second, it jerked in the Master’s hands, the blade 
barely nicking it on one side. The Master lost his grip on the furry creature, and 
it dropped to the floor. 

Instantly the two hounds pounced on it, jaws wide, twin tongues slavering. 
But the ishkabiddle was too quick. Pink feelers rose from its head and shot out a 
cloud of tiny gray specks that blinded the dogs momentarily. Before the hounds 
could react, the ishkabiddle scurried past them with surprising speed and escaped 
through the still-ajar door. 

“Too slow!” The Master cackled as the frustrated dogs pawed open the door 
and raced into the hallway beyond. “Success and failure.” 

The Master turned back to Bonesplinter. “I promised you power,” he said. 

Bonesplinter looked up, his heart pounding. “Y-yes,” he stammered. This had 
to be a trick. The master was going to kill him; he was sure of it. But a glimmer 
of hope refused to go out. Perhaps the master recognized that he’d done 
everything he’d been asked to do. Could he have been called here to be rewarded 
instead of punished? 


What do you desire? a deep voice asked. At first Bonesplinter thought it was 
the Master speaking, but then he saw that the eye socket at the center of the skull 
was no longer empty. Orange light danced and flickered from within it, as if a 
fire burned inside. 

“T seek a gift,” the Master whispered, holding out the knife with both hands. 

What do you offer? the skull asked. 

“The blood of an innocent,” the Master said. He held the dagger above one of 
the grooves in the floor. For a moment, Bonesplinter thought the blade was bare. 
Then he saw a single drop of the ishkabiddle’s blood roll down the tip of the 
dagger and drop into the groove. At the center of the room, the fire inside the 
skull grew brighter, flashing orange in the darkness. 

The tiny drop of crimson flowed down the groove in the floor until it was 
only inches from the skull. Then, like a snake striking, a long, black tongue 
unfurled from inside the skull’s mouth and lapped up the drop. 

At once, the blue light that illuminated the ceiling turned red, forming a 
small, intense ball of light that looked like a bloody moon. A cold wind appeared 
from nowhere, chewing and clawing at Bonesplinter’s clothes and face, filling 
the room with the sound of terrifying laughter. The floor trembled beneath his 
knees, and he clenched his teeth, waiting to be struck dead. 

Do you hunger? the skull asked, its voice echoing off the close walls. 

Dropping his staff, the Thrathkin S’Bae leaned back, pressing himself against 
the wall. Was the skull talking to him now—sensing his desire for power? 

Do you hunger? 

The question repeated itself—pounding like a sick heartbeat, somehow 
making itself heard above the storm raging through the room. The cold wind 
froze the sweat on Bonesplinter’s face and arms. 

Do you hunger? the skull asked again. 

With a terrible groaning, the stone walls cracked and broke. Unimaginable 
power tossed him about the room. Slivers of black stone, ripped away by the 
swirling air, cut his skin. He knew he couldn’t last much longer. Whatever was 
in the room with him could destroy him without even noticing. 

Do you hunger? 

“Yes!” he cried pressing his hands to his face. “I hunger. I do. I want power!” 

At once everything stopped—the sudden silence as shockingly loud as the 
chaos that had preceded it. The Thrathkin S’Bae shuddered with dread and 
terror. 

Then you shall have it. The skull’s eyes flared. 

The Master held out his hands. “A gift for you, my faithful servant.” 

Bonesplinter looked up. The master’s gray hands held something out to him. 


Still sure he was about to die—that this was some sort of trick—he got to his feet 
and stumbled forward. The Master offered a circular band of metal so big 
Bonesplinter could barely hold it. A smaller link was attached to the front. It 
looked vaguely familiar. He tried to remember where he’d seen it before. 

“You shall have more power than you’ve ever dreamed of,” the master said, 
then laughed a gurgling chuckle. “Of course, such power requires sacrifice.” 

Suddenly, Bonesplinter remembered where he’d seen this kind of ring. It was 
a collar. The kind he’d seen chained to the neck of a Summoner. 

Summoners were some of the most powerful creatures known to man. The 
master had owned two until one was destroyed by the water elementals. No one 
knew exactly what magic was used to create them, but rumors claimed that deep 
inside the creatures lived the warped souls of those who had once been human, 
now twisted and defiled until nothing could stand against their dark rage. 

His fingers went cold, and he dropped the collar to the ground. “No. Please, 
no.” 

Something dark and wet slithered from the hole at the center of the skull’s 
forehead. Evil radiated from it in waves, crushing and terrible. It rose into the air, 
hovering halfway between ground and ceiling. The dark wizard dropped to the 
floor, stretching his arms out. “Please, kill me instead.” 

“T hunger.” 

Bonesplinter looked back in terror. This voice had not come from the skull, 
but from the dark thing floating in the air. The skull had not been talking to him 
at all. It had been talking to this thing. This abomination. It was what hungered. 
And what it hungered for was . . . him. It began to hum softly as it wrapped itself 
around the Thrathkin S’Bae from head to foot, muting his screams. 

“How do you like your power so far?” the master said, watching as the 
creature that had once been Bonesplinter writhed and twisted in agony on the 
floor. 

The owl-headed assistant returned again, carrying a stone bowl filled with a 
bloody liquid. It set the bowl on the arm of the throne. 

On the floor, the creature continued to spasm and moan. It was already 
beginning to turn red—dark pustules rising on its back where wings would form 
once months of continual torture transformed it into the powerful creature 
known as a Summoner. 

“Take it away,” the master said. 

The assistant picked up the collar, and led the gibbering creature that had 
been Bonesplinter out the door. 

As it left, the lights in the room went out, leaving only the glow of the red 
liquid. The master touched his finger to its surface and three faces appeared. 


“Are you ready to do my bidding?” he asked. 

The faces looked back at him from the bowl. One was a water elemental, the 
other, two land elementals. 

All three nodded. “Yes.” 
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What Came Before 


Water Keep 

Marcus Kanenas is a nobody from nowhere. He is found abandoned near a 
Greek Orthodox monastery in the Sonoran Desert as a baby. His body has been 
so badly broken that he is nearly given up for dead. Even after he recovers, the 
police are unable to discover the identity of the tiny infant. The only clue is a 
mysterious symbol branded on his shoulder. 

Badly crippled and confined to a wheelchair, Marcus is often the butt of 
cruel pranks by the other boys in the various schools he attends. The only things 
that save him from being picked on even more than he is are his willingness to 
stand up to any odds and some unusual talents that seem almost magical. 

Kyja lives in a world called Farworld where everyone from babies to farm 
animals has magic—except her. Not only is she incapable of performing any 
magic whatsoever, but she is immune to its effects as well. Her only friends are 
Riph Raph, a small dragon-like creature, and Master Therapass, the wizard who 
helped raise her. 

While trying to find some sliver of magic inside herself, Kyja learns she is 
in terrible danger and is forced to flee the city of Terra ne Staric. She sees 
Marcus in a vision and realizes he is about to be killed by a dark wizard named 
Bonesplinter. 

Desperate to save the boy, Kyja clutches the amulet she has worn since she 
was a baby—an amulet engraved with the same symbol as the one on Marcus’s 
shoulder—and sees a golden rope in her mind. She pulls on the rope and brings 
Marcus to Farworld. 

After narrowly escaping an encounter with a large scorpion-like creature 
called a mimicker, Kyja and Marcus meet up again with Master Therapass. The 
wizard reveals a secret he has been hiding for the last thirteen years. 

Marcus was born in Farworld, fulfilling a prophecy. Legend holds that a 
boy with the brand Marcus wears will save his world from destruction. Aware of 
his birth, a group of evil wizards known as the Dark Circle conspired to have 
him killed. Master Therapass and a warrior named Tankum managed to save 
Marcus from certain death by opening a portal and sending him to Earth. 

But in order to keep the scales balanced, Master Therpass had to bring a 
person of equal importance from Earth to Farworld—Kyja. Just as Marcus may 
hold the future of Farworld in his hands, Kyja may hold the future of Earth in 


hers. What Master Therapass did not foresee was that once Kyja was in 
Farworld, she could not be sent back because she is immune to magic. 

In order to restore the balance, Marcus and Kyja must return to their own 
worlds. They soon realize that Marcus isn’t completely in Farworld at all. Kyja’s 
accidental summoning left part of him trapped in a gray area between the two 
worlds, where he will be unable to survive for more than a few days without 
returning to Earth. 

The only way for Marcus and Kyja to save their worlds is for them to open 
a passageway between both worlds called a drift. This requires the help of four 
elementals, beings which control water, land, air, and fire magic. But the 
elementals won’t even talk to humans, much less one another. 

Marcus and Kyja travel toward Water Keep—home of the water elementals 
—pursued by the Dark Circle. When Master Therapass is attacked by a 
Summoner, Marcus and Kyja escape by jumping to Earth. It appears the 
geography of Earth and Farworld are somewhat similar, so Marcus and Kyja can 
move in one world by traveling to the other world and jumping back. But, like 
Marcus, Kyja can’t stay away from her world for more than a few days without 
getting sick so they have to jump between worlds often. 

The Dark Circle—which has already created a passageway usable only by 
evil wizards—chases them in both worlds. After being captured by a cave 
trulloch named Screech and nearly dying in the cavern of the Unmakers, Marcus 
and Kyja ride a frost pinnois named Zhethar to Water Keep. 

Once they arrive at Water Keep, Kyja and Marcus learn the elementals, who 
call themselves Fontasians, have no interest in helping the cause. In fact, they 
condemn the children to death for entering the city without permission. 

Marcus and Kyja risk their lives to save a trapped Fontasian named 
Morning Dew. Intrigued by the children’s actions, several of the water 
elementals leave Water Keep and save Marcus and Kyja from the Dark Circle 
army waiting outside the city walls. 

Cascade, the water elemental who controls all moving water, agrees to join 
Marcus and Kyja on their quest. Marcus hears Master Therapass’s voice in the 
music of flowers and thinks the wizard might still be alive. 

Land Keep 

Marcus and Kyja, together with Cascade and Riph Raph, leave Water Keep 
in search of Land Keep. Marcus is getting better at using magic, but he is 
haunted by a recurring dream in which he destroys Farworld. During their 
search, they come across the Keepers of the Balance. The Keepers use creatures 
called snifflers from the realm of shadows (the gray place between Earth and 
Farworld) to take magic from those who are weak and give it to those who are 


powerful. 

Kyja accidentally touches a sniffler, and, without realizing it, begins to 
draw away Marcus’s magic. After they flee into a swamp, Marcus is captured by 
a harbinger. The harbinger takes Marcus into a huge underground cavern where 
he meets a boy named Jaklah, who tells him the people in the cavern are either 
criminals or those who ran from the Keepers. 

As Kyja, Riph Raph, and Cascade search for Marcus, they are joined by an 
unexpected visitor. Screech has been following them since the cavern of the 
Unmakers. He offers to help find Marcus. Kyja leaves Cascade and Screech in 
the swamp and descends to the underground cavern where Marcus is trapped. 

They discover the door to Land Keep and manage to open it. Once inside, 
they learn that Land Keep has been abandoned for thousands of years. Because 
they are deep underground, Marcus can’t jump back to Earth, and he is getting 
sicker and sicker. They can’t return to the swamp without being attacked by the 
harbingers. Their only choice is to enter a doorway that leads to a kind of oracle 
called the Augur Well. 

Inside the door, they meet an odd little man named Mr. Z, who explains that 
they can’t get to the Augur Well without passing the land elementals’ quests. As 
they attempt to pass the tests, Marcus grows weaker while Kyja’s magic gets 
stronger. In the last test, Kyja is forced to give up the thing she values most—her 
newfound magic—to save Marcus’s life. 

When they finally reach the Augur Well, the oracle tells them they will 
never find a single land elemental. At first, they are crushed, but eventually they 
discover the well’s true meaning. There is no such thing as a single land 
elemental because each is a combination of two creatures. 

Marcus and Kyja become honorary land elementals, free all the captured 
people, and return the harbingers to their original forms. After learning that 
Master Therapass has been imprisoned by the leader of the Keepers, Zentan 
Dolan, Marcus and Kyja realize they must return to Terra ne Staric. 

Kyja takes Marcus to Earth, where he heals; the two drive a motorcycle and 
sidecar across the country. Jumping back to Terra ne Staric, Marcus and Kyja are 
betrayed by Rhaidnan, a close friend of Kyja’s, and turned over to the Keepers 
who now control the city. 

At first the Keepers—who have been absorbing the magic of other people 
for years—are too strong to defeat, but when Cascade and a pair of land 
elementals named Lanctrus-Darnoc arrive, the battle turns. Lanctrus-Darnoc 
brings the stone statues of all of Terra ne Staric’s most powerful wizards and 
warriors back to life, including Tankum—the warrior who died saving Marcus. 
Marcus and Kyja use the confusion of the battle to enter the tower in search of 


Master Therapass. 

As Kyja hurries to the dungeon to rescue the wizard, Marcus is drawn to the 
top of the tower. There he finds the Innoris a’Gentoran, a gauntlet only he can 
use. Mesmerized by the gauntlet’s power, Marcus realizes he can destroy the 
Dark Circle and heal himself at the same time. 

It is only when Kyja reminds him that the wizard told them their 
weaknesses are also their strengths that Marcus realizes the gauntlet is powered 
by stolen magic. Marcus manages to destroy the gauntlet, returning the magic to 
those it was stolen from, and the zentan attacks him. 

Rhaidnan steps in front of the zentan’s blade, sacrificing his life to save 
Marcus. Master Therapass and Tankum arrive in time to fight Zentan Dolan. 

After the battle, Marcus and Kyja meet a tall man named Graehl. It turns 
out that Screech was once a man, but had been turned into a cave trulloch by the 
Keepers as a punishment. Now that he is human again, he vows to help Marcus 
and Kyja on their quest. Master Therapass sends Cascade and Lanctrus-Darnoc 
on an unknown journey. 

The wizard tells Marcus and Kyja that the gray place between their worlds 
is called the realm of shadows. It is extremely dangerous for Marcus to pass 
through the realm of shadows because one of his parents was from there. Marcus 
must return to the monastery on Earth until Master Therapass can find a way to 
bring him through the realm of shadows safely. 

At the end of book two, the master of the Dark Circle changes Bonesplinter 
into a Summoner and contacts a pair of land elementals and a water elemental 
who are apparently working with him. 


Interlude 


Drought 


Jaklah was thinking about water. Filling his mouth. Running down his 
parched throat. Splashing over his sunburned face and dripping from his hair. 
Unlike the small supply of warm, dusty liquid sloshing in his waterskin, the 
water in his imagination was fresh and so cold the very thought of it brought 
goose bumps to the backs of his arms and cramped his stomach. 

Not yet seventeen, Jaklah was one of the youngest soldiers in the army, but 
the drought that had dried up entire rivers and had shrunken lakes to little more 
than ponds affected him as much as the older men. His eyes, gritty with dust, 
hurt every time he blinked. His parched skin itched constantly, and his lips 
cracked until they bled. 

Marching across clumps of dead grass and weeds so dry they exploded into 
tiny brown clouds with every step, he let his mind summon up a crystal lake— 
icy, blue, and endless. He’d stop on the shore, inhaling the deep, wet aroma. 
Then he’d stick in just one toe, shivering at how good the water felt on skin that 
hadn’t experienced more moisture than could be wrung out of a damp rag in 
what seemed like forever. 

He’d wade in far enough to cover the tops of his feet. Then out to his shins. 
Waves would slosh against his knees. Finally, when he couldn’t stand it any 
longer, he’d throw his hat, tear off his shirt and breeches, and— 

Caught up in the wonderful vision playing out in his head, he didn’t notice 
the rest of the army coming to a halt around him until he ran face-first into the 
broad back of a stone statue. 

Tankum, a curved blade sheathed behind each of his shoulders, didn’t so 
much as turn around as Jaklah collided with him. The stone warrior stood with 
both feet planted in the baked ground, arms folded across his chest like a boulder 
that just happened to be in the shape of a man. “Brace yourself.” 

At the warrior’s words, Jaklah’s heart began to race. Was this it? After 
weeks of searching, had they finally come across a band of Keepers and their pet 
snifflers? Or even better, an unmaker—one of the creatures said to have come 
from the mysterious world of shadows? His hand went to the nicked iron sword 
at his waist as he scanned the terrain. 

Nothing. Not even the blurring of air and light that was said to signal the 
presence of the shadow creatures. Why had the army stopped? The stone wizards 
and warriors stood in rows and columns safely apart from one another, the horses 


were hobbled to keep from running, and the men and boys who had joined the 
army knelt or lay flat on the ground. Only then did Jaklah remember what time it 
was. His eyes went to the sky. 

The sun was almost directly overhead. 

With a panicked yelp, he dropped to the ground. He found no bushes or 
rocks to clutch onto, so he dug his fingers into the cracked and broken dirt, 
hoping that would be enough. 

For a moment everything was perfectly still, as though Farworld itself 
waited. Then it came, starting as a low rumble in the distance, growing in sound 
as the stalks of dead grass shook and crumbled to dust and pebbles rattled and 
bounced. Jaklah pressed to the dirt and closed his eyes. 

Beneath him, the ground rolled and bucked like a wild stallion determined 
to throw its rider and trample him underfoot. Dust filled his nostrils and caked 
his throat as the world around him shook and roared. Horses whinnied in terror; 
wagons groaned. 

He’d experienced these quakes every day for the past six months—as long 
as it had been since the last rain—but he was still terrified of each one, sure this 
would be the time the world opened up and swallowed him. 

As though hearing his thoughts, the ground gave a final heave, and a sound 
like rocks being torn apart roared in his ears. 

“Look out!” a soldier screamed. Jaklah’s eyes flew open. 

Not a dozen steps away, a split nearly the length of a man across and ten 
men long had divided the ground. Jaklah’s friend Theyin stood at its edge, 
straining to catch his balance. Wheeling his arms, he tried to keep from falling 
into the great black mouth stretching open before him. He wasn’t going to make 
it. Face white with panic, he slowly tilted toward the crevice. 

“Hold on!” Jaklah shouted. “I’m coming.” 

Before he could get to his feet, a flash of stone and steel blurred past. Jaklah 
had never seen Tankum run, and it came as a shock to watch the living statue 
move so quickly his feet barely touched the ground. But even so, he would be 
too late. 

Theyin’s last shred of balance gave out, and he tumbled into the opening. 
The warrior was only a few steps away, but he’d never be able to reach Theyin 
without falling into the chasm himself. 

“Help!” Theyin cried, spreading his arms as though he might somehow be 
able to sprout wings and fly to safety. 

Without slowing at all, Tankum raced to the edge of the crevice, grabbed 
Theyin’s belt in his great stone hand, and launched himself into the air. 

“Not possible,” Jaklah whispered, his hand going to his mouth. He had no 


idea how much the stone warrior weighed, but he’d seen the man’s footprints 
leaving indentations in the dirt, each as deep as his little finger was long. Yet, 
somehow, even with Theyin’s full weight in one hand, Tankum had bent his 
stone legs and launched himself over the crevice. 

One foot crashed onto the far edge of the opening, and Jaklah gasped as dirt 
and rocks crumbled away beneath it; he was sure soldier and boy would 
plummet into the darkness together. But Tankum’s momentum carried them 
forward, and a few seconds later, he sat Theyin gently on the grass as though 
they’d done nothing more eventful than go for a brisk walk. 

Jaklah crawled to the opening and looked down. The crevice was so deep 
he couldn’t see the bottom. Keeping safely away from the edge, he circled the 
hole and hurried to his friend on the other side. “You all right?” 

Theyin sat on the ground, trying to catch his breath. “I’m. . . not sure.” 

Around them, men were getting to their feet, untying horses, climbing into 
wagons, and checking their gear. Several of them eyed the break in the ground 
warily and muttered under their breath. 

Jaklah reached out and pulled his friend up. “When I saw that crack open, I 
thought you—” 

Theyin held out a hand, cutting off his words. “Don’t say it. Don’t even 
think it. I haven’t been that scared since . . .” He ran a hand across his brow. “To 
tell the truth, I don’t think I’ve ever been that scared.” 

Jaklah pointed to the front of Theyin’s rough-woven breeches. “At least you 
didn’t wet yourself. The other soldiers would never have let you live that down.” 

“Slim chance.” Theyin pulled the cork from his waterskin and took a 
measured sip. “With as little as they give us to drink, my body wouldn’t dare 
spill a drop. There’s not enough moisture in me to break a sweat.” 

“Forward, march!” Tankum shouted. The statue’s feet shook the ground like 
an aftershock of the quake as he strode forward. Theyin and Jaklah walked a few 
paces behind him. 

“You think it’s true what some of the men are saying?” Theyin asked. “That 
the land elementals are behind the quakes?” 

“Nah.” Jaklah had seen Lanctrus-Darnoc, the half boar, half fox creature 
that had come out of Land Keep with Marcus and Kyja. According to Tankum, 
they’d helped save Terra ne Staric from the Keepers. “They’re on our side.” 

Theyin tried to spit the dust from his tongue, but his mouth was too dry to 
create enough saliva. “They say the water elementals are on our side too. But 
they don’t seem to care about the fact that folks are dying of thirst.” 

Jaklah didn’t know what to say to that. The weather had gone crazy 
everywhere. Half the reason he’d joined the army was to escape the floods at 


home. But now here he was, dreaming of getting more than a mouthful of water 
at a time. Could the water elementals have something to do with the bizarre 
weather? 

“My heart’s still pounding,” Theyin said. 

“At least you had something happen,” Jaklah muttered, his voice thick with 
bitterness. He knew he wasn’t being fair. His friend had nearly died. But the 
other reason Jaklah had joined up was to get revenge on the Keepers who had 
stolen magic from his friends and family for so many years. So far, army life had 
been nothing but day after day of boredom. He kicked a rock. “Guess we’ll 
never see any action.” 

He’d forgotten Tankum was still there until the warrior turned to look back 
at him. “That eager to wet your blade in another man’s blood, are you?” 

Jaklah flushed. “It’s not that. It’s just . . . well, what’s the point of us being 
here if we aren’t going to fight anyone?” 

Tankum pulled out one of his long, curved steel blades and ran its keen 
edge across the tip of his stone thumb. “An army’s job is to obey orders. 
Sometimes obeying orders means fighting—to the death, if necessary. Other 
times it means keeping violence away by our very presence.” 

Jaklah had never looked at it that way. Tankum had fought in many battles. 
Maybe it was time to do less talking and more listening. 

The sun was still several hours from the edge of the horizon when Tankum 
abruptly called the march to a halt. Jaklah looked around. Why were they 
stopping? Except for the quakes, they never quit walking before dusk. The other 
men seemed confused as well. 

A stone wizard with big ears and an even bigger nose took out his wand. 
“What is it?” 

Tankum shook his head. He sniffed the air and put a palm to the ground. 
“Something’s wrong.” 

For the second time that day, Jaklah’s hand reached for the hilt of his sword. 
Following the warrior’s example, he smelled the air. He detected the faintest 
scent of something familiar. Despite the hot, dry air, the smell made him think of 
the swamp near his home—now turned into a lake. 

“Look!” One of the men pointed toward a dark spot in the dirt. Jaklah 
stepped through the crowd to get a closer look. 

“Ts that what I think it is?” Theyin asked. The dark stain on the ground was 
round and less than a stone’s throw across, but it appeared to be growing. 

Several of the men dropped to their knees and touched it with their 
fingertips. “It is,” one of them said, his eyes wide with surprise. “It’s water!” 

Jaklah rushed forward and flattened the brittle grass, ignoring the way it 


jabbed his fingers. He touched the dark soil with his palm. It was definitely wet. 

Two men began digging into the ground, trying to get enough of the brown 
water to cup in their hands. Even as they did, it became clear that it wasn’t 
necessary to dig. Like a spring, the water bubbled up through the ground, first 
soaking the dirt, then puddling around the base of the grass. 

Theyin scooped a handful and held it to his mouth. “It’s cold.” He hooted. 
“And delicious.” 

Soldiers shoved each other to reach the water—cupping it in their hands, 
soaking pieces of cloth and squeezing the water into their mouths or lapping it 
straight from the ground. Theyin was right; it was ice cold, and despite the grit 
and dirt, the best thing Jaklah had tasted in weeks. 

The men started shouting and splashing, wetting their faces and dousing 
each other. One man dropped his pack and sword, tore off his shirt, and rolled 
across the ground, giggling like a child. 

Only the statues seemed impervious to the water’s allure. Unlike the 
humans, they could neither drink nor eat. Tankum, who continued to sniff the air, 
stepped away from the growing pond. “Get back,” he growled. 

When the men failed to respond, he shouted, “On your feet!” 

A few men stood, but most of them ignored the warning. “What is it?” 
Jaklah asked, getting up. 

The warrior suddenly drew his second blade. “Away from the water. Now!” 
The army of living statues pulled out their wands and weapons. 

Jaklah’s throat ached for more to drink, but he took the warrior’s advice, 
grabbing Theyin’s arm and pulling his friend backward. About half of the men 
did so as well. The other half continued to drink despite their commander’s 
orders. 

“Ts it the water?” Jaklah asked Tankum. “Is something wrong with it?” 

Tankum’s brow lowered, the muscles in his stone arms bulging as he 
gripped his swords. “Something’s . . . coming.” 

Jaklah looked around. There was nothing as far as he could see. But he did 
feel something—a tingling in his limbs. The hairs on his arms and legs were 
standing straight up. 

Some of the men who had continued drinking must have felt it too. A few 
stood, looking around with confused expressions, before hurrying to join their 
companions. 

The ground shuddered under Jaklah’s feet. Another quake? Usually they 
happened only at morning, mid-day, and evening. But once or twice the ground 
had trembled at other times. If that was all, why was Tankum holding his swords 
out before him, a low rumble growing in his throat? 


The water gushed faster from the ground, washing up chunks of grass and 
clods of dirt. Now all of the men who’d continued to drink began getting up. 
They stumbled through the thick, silty water that had risen to their knees. Only 
the man who’d pulled off his shirt took no notice—he continued to splash and 
frolic. 

“Look there.” Theyin pointed toward the middle of the pond. Bubbles 
boiled in the mud. 

“Get out of the water!” Jaklah screamed. Several soldiers started forward, 
but then froze as something thick and brown rose from the murky liquid. It took 
Jaklah a moment to realize that he was seeing an arm. Could there be a man 
down there? But the arm was too big. A man with arms that size would need to 
be... 

A second arm emerged, dark as mud and lumpy, not like a real man’s at all, 
but like some kind of monster’s. Out of the murk rose a head as big as a boulder. 
Its face was blank—no sign of eyes, nose, or mouth. Yet Jaklah felt hatred 
radiating from it so strongly, it might as well have been glaring straight at him. 
The creature climbed from the water, growing as tall as a man, then two men, 
then the size of a small tree. 

Soldiers yelled out warnings, and for the first time, the swimming man 
seemed to understand that something was wrong. He turned, saw the creature 
towering above him, and stumbled backward—straight into another pair of 
lumpy arms. The shirtless soldier reached for his sword. Before he could 
remember he’d dropped his weapon, the second pair of arms yanked him under 
the water. 

Bodies emerged from all over the muddy lake now. Clay giants pulled 
themselves out of the ground. Ten, a dozen, thirty—Jaklah lost count as he drew 
his sword with a trembling hand. The clay golems tumed and started toward 
their army. 

Just before Tankum raised his pair of swords and moved forward to meet 
the charge, he glanced at Jaklah. “Looks like you’ll get your action after all.” 


Part 1 





Chapter 1 


Books and Beetles 


Flick. Snap. Crunch. 
Flick. Snap. Crunch. 

“Would you stop that?” Kyja swept away the pile of maps in front of her 
and scowled into the dark corner of the underground room. 

Riph Raph spotted another of the eight-legged water beetles that had come 
here to avoid the blistering heat outside. His tongue flicked, and he snapped the 
red-shelled insect into his mouth, then crunched it with his beak. “Did you say 
something?” 

“Ohhh!” Kyja slammed a fist on the big wooden table. “You are so 
annoying.” 

The skyte flapped his stubby, teal-blue wings and hopped up to where Kyja 
had been studying stacks of maps and books for hours on end. “Pardon me,” he 
said in a tone that was anything but apologetic. He looked around, found a beetle 
hiding in the shadow of a thick book, and speared it with one talon. “Here,” he 
said, the creature wriggling. “I wouldn’t have hogged them all if I’d known you 
wanted one.” 

“T don’t,” Kyja said, tired of his jokes. “I want you to let me think.” 

Riph Raph ate the beetle, then licked his beak with a long tongue stained 
the same bright red as the insects he’d been catching. “I didn’t realize my trying 
to eat enough to stay alive while you keep us locked in this dungeon was 
bothering you.” 

Kyja wiped a dusty hand across her face. Riph Raph was right. She’d been 
at this so long she’d lost track of time as she tried to locate any mention of air 
elementals and where they might be found. Plenty of people had searched for 
them, each with a different theory of where Air Keep was located. But as far as 
she could tell, none of them had discovered so much as a single clue to the 
elusive creatures’ whereabouts. 

She’d worked straight through dinner, and if the candle, burned down 
nearly to its holder, was any clue, she’d probably missed breakfast as well. 
Keeping track of time was impossible in these rooms deep beneath the tower. 
This area, used for storing documents too old or unreliable to be worth keeping 
upstairs in the library, wasn’t actually in the dungeon, but it wasn’t far from it. 

“Tm sorry,” she said. “I’m just frustrated. Water Keep wasn’t that hard to 
find, and we at least had rumors of where Land Keep was located. But I can’t 


find a single theory on Air Keep that isn’t based on a dream or a story someone 
made up. Then there’s that stupid poem. See the Lords of Air—Above the clouds 
they creep. How am I supposed to get above the clouds? I can’t fly!” She 
pounded her fist on the table, causing Riph Raph to jump. 

“What’s making you angry is the turnip head,” Riph Raph said. 

“What?” Kyja looked up sharply from the table. 

The skyte shook his floppy ears. “You’re blaming maps and books, but 
what’s really frustrating you is that the wizard won’t let you bring your 
boyfriend with the turnip-shaped head back to Farworld. He’s all you think 
about.” 

Kyja felt her face redden. “Marcus is not my boyfriend. And he isn’t all I 
think about. I’ve been practicing fencing and archery. I’ve been searching for Air 
Keep. I’ve been helping the wizards try to discover what’s causing the ground to 
shake and what’s causing the drought. Until you brought him up, I hadn’t 
thought about Marcus in... weeks!” 

Riph Raph nodded as though considering her argument. “Then I guess you 
won’t want to check on how the wizard’s doing with his search for a way to 
protect Turnip Head from the realm of shadows.” 

Kyja clenched her fists. What she wanted to do was give Riph Raph a hard 
whack on the head with one of these big dusty books. But that would just 
convince him all the more that he was right. In a tight voice she said, “Marcus 
does not have a turnip-shaped head. And I am not going to check on how Master 
Therapass is coming with his research on the shadow realm.” 

The skyte crunched on a bit of beetle. 

At last Kyja licked her fingers and pinched out the candle. Except for the 
flickering light of a torch in the hallway, the room went completely dark. “As it 
turns out, I do need to speak with the wizard. But only to update him on my 
search for Air Keep. It has nothing to do with Turni—I mean, Marcus.” 

Riph Raph made a sound that might have been caused by a piece of insect 
shell caught in his throat. Or it might have been a laugh. 


aeuigesa 

Five minutes later, Kyja raced through the kitchen, where Bella, the tower 
cook, was blustering up a storm at a red-faced guard. 

“How am I supposed to bake anything when there’s no milk because the 
cows have dried up and you give me only a half barrel of water to last an entire 
week?” the stout woman shouted, waving her large wooden spoon. “You do 
realize I’m trying to feed an entire tower, don’t you?” 

“Don’t blame me. I’m not the one who stopped the rain and dried up the 
river. The high lord says that’s all there is,” the guard said with a grunt. “Another 


week, and there won’t even be that if we don’t get some rain.” He eyed the 


barrel, licking his parched lips. “You think maybe I could get a tiny .. .” He 
mimed drinking from a ladle and Bella hit him on the top of his head with her 
spoon. 


“Get out!” she hollered. “And tell the high lord he can expect stringy beef 
with hard carrots and no biscuits for dinner.” 

As Kyja started toward the spiral staircase leading to the tower, Bella 
noticed her. “Come here child,” the cook whispered. 

“No time,” Kyja said. “I have to talk to—” 

Bella cut her off, taking her arm with fingers strengthened from hours of 
cutting vegetables and rolling dough, and led her to a corner cupboard. After 
checking to make sure no one was watching, she pulled out a small clay jug. 

“There’s no more than a swallow or two,” Bella said. “But it’s the last there 
is.” She pulled the cork from the jug, and the heavenly smell of apple cider 
wafted through the air. 

“No, I couldn’t,” Kyja said, although her stomach gurgled with desire at the 
smell. “Drink it yourself. Or give it to one of the children. I’m fine.” 

“You’re not fine.” Bella pulled down one of Kyja’s lower eyelids. “When 
did you last have anything to drink?” 

Kyja couldn’t remember. Ten or twelve hours? A day, maybe? She’d meant 
to drink her ration yesterday morning—a half cup of warm, brackish liquid. But 
then she’d seen a boy crying in the street, so thirsty his eyes couldn’t even form 
tears, and she’d given the cup to him instead. 

“That’s what I thought,” Bella said. The cook put the jug to Kyja’s lips. “Go 
on. Another day, and it will turn sour anyway.” Kyja gulped down the few 
swallows gratefully. She hadn’t realized how dry her mouth was until her tongue 
tasted the sweet liquid. She poured the last trickle into her hand and fed it to 
Riph Raph. 

As the skyte lapped the final drops from her palm, the tower floor began to 
shake. Bella reached for a counter, and the jug slipped from her hand, crashing to 
the floor with a jangle of broken pottery. That wasn’t the only crash. From 
around the kitchen, anything not firmly held down or locked away rattled and 
shook. Although all breakable items had been placed at the backs of the shelves, 
two dishes and a bowl still managed to rattle off and crash to the floor. 

Kyja clung to Bella, waiting out the quake. 

“If this keeps up, there won’t be a single cup or bowl left in the whole 
town,” Bella said when the shaking finally stopped. “Of course, that won’t 
matter if there’s nothing left to eat or drink.” She looked down at Kyja as though 
realizing the girl was still there. “Didn’t you say you had somewhere to go?” 


“Yes!” Kyja ran to the doorway, and Riph Raph flew out the window. At the 
base of the staircase, she stopped and turned to Bella. “The water will come 
back. Cascade won’t let us starve.” 

Bella nodded, her double chins wobbling. “I hope so, child. I hope so.” 

As Kyja hurried up to the tower, she remembered climbing this same 
Staircase on her way to magic lessons. It had been only a little more than a year 
ago, but it seemed much longer. Back then she’d been convinced that with 
enough practice, she could learn to cast spells and use potions like every other 
kid her age. She hadn’t known she was really from a place called Earth, where 
no one cast spells. She hadn’t known she was destined to save that world—and 
Farworld—by creating a doorway called a drift between the two. Elementals had 
been something from a children’s poem. 

And she hadn’t known about . . . Marcus. 

Kyja swallowed and increased her pace, the steps blurring as she leaped up 
them. For the last six months, she’d concentrated on her studies and weapons 
practice, trying not to think about Marcus. But how could she, when, for all she 
knew, he was in the hands of the Thrathkin S’Bae—the Dark Circle’s evil 
wizards—or worse? Master Therapass wouldn’t even let her check on Marcus 
with his aptura discerna, saying that using it would only make it that much 
harder for her to resist pulling Marcus back to Farworld. 

But what could possibly be taking the old wizard so long? He’d said it 
would be a few weeks at most before he found a way to bring Marcus safely 
through the gray place between their worlds, the shadow realm. He’d said 
Marcus was fine. But what if he wasn’t? What if Master Therapass was lying to 
keep her from using her one power? Once, Bonesplinter had nearly gotten 
Marcus by turning into a huge, black snake. If Kyja hadn’t discovered her ability 
to pull Marcus to Farworld at just that moment— 

Riph Raph waited on the windowsill as Kyja reached the level near Master 
Therapass’s study. Bits of brown mud clumped on the skyte’s beak. He must 
have stopped by the Two Prongs River before flying up to meet her. 

Kyja skidded to a stop, panting. “Is there any water at all?” 

“Nothing. What I wouldn’t give for a long drink and a succulent fish.” The 
skyte flapped his ears. “You’re in an awfully big hurry to tell the wizard that you 
haven’t learned anything.” 

“Twas...” She couldn’t think of any reason to explain her running and had 
to satisfy herself with waving a hand at him. “Just be quiet.” 

Ignoring the skyte, she waited long enough to catch her breath before 
entering the wizard’s study. As she did, she was struck again by the clutter. 
Powders and potions were spread across the room—on tables and shelves, in 


boxes and bottles. Scrolls, some open, some rolled tight, covered every surface. 
Trinkets, charms, skulls, wings, talons, cloaks, crystals, and cabinets were 
scattered like a child’s toys. 

The room had been cluttered enough when she first started coming to 
practice magic. But when the Master had been thrown in prison by the zentan, 
leader of the Keepers, many of the other wizards had decided that his belongings 
were theirs to take. Now, bit by bit, he was gathering his things back—and 
putting them any old place. Surprisingly, nothing appeared to have been broken 
by the quakes. She guessed it was because of some sort of magic. 

What drew her attention most was what appeared to be an ordinary stained- 
glass window high on the wall—the aptura discerna, a window that looked 
inward instead of outward. In Kyja’s case, it allowed her to see Marcus’s world. 
It was one of the only magical items that worked for Kyja because, as the wizard 
explained it, the aptura discerna didn’t try to change people or affect them in any 
way. It was merely a window into what they cared about most. 

If she could just get a little peek... 

“Td let you use it if I thought it would help.” 

Kyja turned toward the voice and smiled at the sight of a large gray wolf 
with a pair of silver spectacles balanced on its nose, leaning over a scroll. The 
wolf waved its paw and changed into an old man in a long blue robe. He took the 
glasses off and polished them on his sleeve. “Wolves’ eyes are sharper than a 
man’s. But even wolves get old.” 

Kyja glanced at Riph Raph, who was perched high on a shelf. The skyte 
was never completely comfortable here, although Kyja wasn’t sure whether it 
was the wolf or the magic that bothered him more. She turned back to the 
wizard. “I, um, just came to tell you that I’ve been studying some old maps.” 

The wizard put his glasses back on. “And?” 

“T didn’t find anything about the location of Air Keep,” Kyja admitted. “I 
might as well be looking for a three-headed dragon.” 

“Now that I could help you with,” Master Therapass said. “Unfortunately, 
I’m not surprised with your lack of success. Of all the elementals, air is possibly 
the most elusive. Other than the fact that they control the skies and are said to 
have a rather unique sense of humor, precious little is known about them.” 

“Then how are we supposed to get their help?” Kyja grabbed a cane-backed 
chair and held on before sitting. Items in Master Therapass’s study tended to 
move about without warning, and Kyja had gone to sit on a chair more than 
once, only to have it run across the room, dumping her rudely on the ground. 

The wizard tugged at the tip of his long beard. “Perhaps when Marcus gets 
here, we will figure that out.” 


Kyja gave Riph Raph a see-I-didn’t-bring-it-up look and casually said, 
“Speaking of Marcus, have you made any progress?” 

“Magic is not a science of progress as much as it is one of discovery,” the 
wizard said. It was just like him to answer without giving any information. 

“What have you discovered then?” Kyja asked, knowing she sounded 
cranky. 

The wizard glanced at a murky gray liquid bubbling in a glass tube and 
chuckled. “I have discovered many things. But no protection from the realm of 
shadows just yet.” 

Kyja gave an exasperated huff. “Then there’s no point in waiting any 
longer. Let me bring him here.” 

“On the contrary—we have all the more reason to wait. When one 
discovers that one drawer is locked, the logical answer is to try opening another 
drawer. Or one could look for a key. A key could very well unlock both drawers, 
assuming the second was locked as well. Of course, it might have a different 
lock entirely. In which case, one might need two keys.” 

“Who cares about keys?” Kyja shouted. “Can’t you at least let me check to 
make sure he’s all right?” 

Master Therapass studied Kyja. “You seem out of sorts. When did you last 
have something to eat?” The next thing Kyja knew, the wizard was shuffling her 
out of his study. “I’ll tell you as soon as I’ve discovered anything, child. Trust 
me; the boy is fine. Now go down and have some of Bella’s cornbread and 
gravy. Oh, and the bacon is especially good today. You could bring me back a 
slice or two if you are so inclined.” 

“There is no cornbread or gravy. Bella doesn’t have enough water to make 
it. And I don’t want any bacon,” Kyja muttered under her breath as she walked 
down the hall. She couldn’t believe the wizard was worried about filling his 
belly when he should be trying to find a way to bring Marcus to Farworld safely. 

When Kyja started up the staircase again, Riph Raph said, “I thought we 
were heading to the kitchen.” 

“T’m going to my room,” she snapped. 

“What about the bacon?” 

“Get it yourself. Food is all any of you seems to think about anyway.” She 
stomped up the stairs until she reached a small wooden door that led to an even 
smaller room. Since the Goodnuffs’ farm had been destroyed, this was her new 
home. It was stiflingly hot in the summer and drafty in the winter—and barely 
big enough to hold a bed, a chair, and a dresser. The only thing good about it was 
the tiny balcony that overlooked nearly all of Terra ne Staric. 

But Kyja didn’t care about the view now. All she wanted to do was go to 


sleep and forget about the fact that as far as she could tell, she was the only 
person in the entire city who cared about Marcus. 

As she dropped onto the bed, something crinkled under her back. Curious, 
she sat up and pulled out a piece of parchment that must have been lying on her 
blanket. Where had it come from? It hadn’t been here when she left. Four lines 
were written in a small, neat handwriting. 


Pursue mE AND Í| PLEG 

RuN FROM ME; AND | FOLLOW 

At MORN AND AFTERNOON | AM HERE 

ÅT DARKEST NIGHT AND BRIGHTEST DAY, | DISAPPEAR 


There was no signature of any kind. She turned the parchment over. 
Nothing on the back either. Who was it from? What did it mean? It seemed to be 
a riddle. For the moment, at least, her thoughts were pulled away from worrying 
about Marcus as she focused on the riddle. 

What disappeared at night? The sun. It was there in the morning and 
afternoon. And depending on which way you walked, it could appear to follow 
you or go away. But it definitely didn’t disappear at the brightest part of the day. 

What else came in the morning and afternoon? Hunger, if you asked Riph 
Raph. But hunger couldn’t follow you or run away. A person could follow you or 
run away. But what kind of person disappeared in the middle of the day and at 
night? 

Trying to work out the puzzle, she looked at the floor, where sunlight 
shined through the balcony. There was the answer, on the floor in front of her. 
Something that ran if you chased it and followed you wherever you went. It 
disappeared at night when the sun was gone and also when the sun was directly 
overhead. 

A shadow. 


Chapter 2 


A Change of Plans 


Marcus slammed his book to the patio stones in frustration. It made a bang 
that sounded thunderous in the quiet of the Arizona morning. A monk, startled 
from his work digging in a nearby flower garden, looked up quickly. 

“Sorry,” Marcus said, feeling his face growing hot. “Where is that scroll?” 
he whispered to himself, reshuffling the small stack of books and papers in his 
lap. He’d been looking at it just a few minutes before, and now he couldn’t find 
it anywhere. It wasn’t like he could have misplaced it. He was sitting in his 
wheelchair in the middle of an open stone courtyard. And because he was in a 
monastery surrounded by monks, the odds of someone taking it were fairly slim. 

But that didn’t change the fact that the scroll was gone. 

This seemed to be the way everything had gone over the past few weeks. 
His land and water spells, ones he’d been getting really good at, were suddenly 
either so weak as to be useless, or not working at all. His body felt like a wet 
washcloth someone had begun wringing every night. He’d gone months without 
a word from Kyja or Master Therapass. And now, every day seemed to have at 
least one instance of him losing or misplacing something. 

The only good news at all was that things couldn’t get any worse. 

“You dropped this?” Father Shaun picked up the book and handed it to 
Marcus with an uneasy frown. 

“Um, thanks,” Marcus said, taking the volume and turning it over so the 
cover faced down. He hadn’t heard the monk’s approach and wasn’t thrilled to 
see him there. Most of the fathers either seemed to enjoy Marcus’s company or 
at least tolerated his presence in their monastery. Of all of them, only Father 
Shaun appeared actively uncomfortable with their long-term guest. 

Although the monk had never said so, Marcus suspected Father Shaun’s 
discomfort was due to the books and papers Master Therapass had sent with him 
to study. Marcus tried not to do magic in the presence of anyone at the 
monastery, but more than once he’d been in the middle of an incantation when a 
father showed up unexpectedly. With Father Shaun’s habit of routinely arriving 
with catlike stealth, he was often the one who witnessed the spells. 

“How are your studies progressing?” the monk asked. 

“Good.” Marcus patted his stack of papers. “Just working on my, uh... 
algebra. Then some U.S. history. Gotta love the Industrial Revolution.” 

Father Shaun tugged at the sleeve of his raso, the long, black garment worn 


by all of the monks there. “I have some news that should make your studies go 
even better.” 

Marcus waited silently, seriously doubting that whatever news Father Shaun 
had would be good. 

When Father Shaun realized Marcus wasn’t going to say anything, he 
coughed into his fist and said, “We’ve received notification from the state. They 
have requested that we return you to the custody of Principal Teagarden at the 
Philo T. Justice School for Boys.” 

“Terrible Teagarden?” Marcus’s throat tightened. Had he just been thinking 
things couldn’t get any worse? “You can’t do that. Elder Benson said I was 
welcome to stay at the monastery as long as I wanted.” 

If the monk was disturbed by the outburst, he didn’t show it. Instead he 
smiled sadly. “We will miss you. But we have no choice. The state says this is 
not the proper place for a young boy. The monastery is not an orphanage.” 

Marcus couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Master Therapass had told 
him he could stay with the monks. He’d said the monastery was a place of safety, 
protected somehow from the reach of the Dark Circle. Then again, Master 
Therapass had also said it would only be a few weeks before Marcus could 
return to Farworld, and look how that had worked out—six months without a 
word of what was going on. “How did they even find out I was here?” 

The monk looked quickly away before raising his hands. “I’m afraid I don’t 
have an answer to that.” 

It wasn’t like Marcus had been able to talk to anyone outside the monastery. 
No phone. No Internet. Not even a TV. He’d been completely out of touch. 
Every day for the first few weeks, he’d waited for a message. Better yet, for the 
disorienting tug in the pit of his stomach that meant Kyja was starting to pull 
him to Farworld. But the tug never came. He was beginning to wonder if it ever 
would. 

What if Kyja and Master Therapass had decided to find the other elementals 
without him? He couldn’t imagine Kyja going along with something like that. 
But he couldn’t have imagined her leaving him here so long either. Maybe she’d 
forgotten about him completely. 

Or... what if something had happened to Kyja? The thought made Marcus 
sick to his stomach. He slammed his fist on his lap and immediately regretted it 
when a bolt of pain lanced through his bad leg. “If Elder Ephraim were alive, he 
would never allow this. I won’t go.” 

Elder Ephraim, founder of the monastery, was the one who had found 
Marcus as a baby. The one who had raised him and stayed in contact with 
Marcus until the old man’s death. 


Father Shaun straightened his raso again. “You’|l need to hurry and get your 
things packed,” he said in the same calm voice. “A van will be here soon to pick 
you up. The school would like you to be ready to go with them when they 
arrive.” 

The heavy book Marcus had thrown earlier slipped out of his withered left 
hand and dropped to the stones again, flipping open to a complex diagram 
showing how to combine the flows of air and land magic. Marcus barely noticed 
it. “They’re coming today?” 

Father Shaun glanced briefly at the pages of the book before averting his 
eyes. Is that why this was happening? Had the monk contacted the state because 
of Marcus’s magic? 

“Principal Teagarden said to expect him and a few of the boys from your 
school by lunchtime,” the monk said. 

Lunchtime! That was only a few hours away. “Please,” Marcus begged. 
“You can’t do this. Tell them to wait. Just a day or two.” He wanted to tell the 
father how dangerous it was for him outside the monastery, about the Dark 
Circle waiting for him. But if the monk had a problem with Marcus studying 
magic, he could just imagine how Father Shaun would respond to the idea of 
dark wizards who could change into huge black snakes anytime they wanted. 

“T’m sorry,” Father Shaun said. “We really don’t have any choice.” 

As Marcus watched the monk turn and walk away, drops of sweat trickled 
down his back—ice cold despite the harsh Arizona heat. He could deal with 
Principal Teagarden. Even the boys’ school held no fear for him now that he’d 
discovered his magic. The Dark Circle was another matter, though. With six 
months to plan, there was no doubt in his mind that they were just waiting for 
him to get back within their reach. 

He had to get out of here—now. But how? And where would he go? Kyja 
had all of their money. And even if he had money, what could he do with it? The 
monastery was located on a few acres along the edge of the Sonoran Desert. 
Miles of sandy emptiness stood between him and the nearest city. 

He could wheel himself out to the road. And then what, head into the 
desert? Try to hitch a ride on a remote road that might see two or three cars pass 
by in a day, if that? Even if he did get a ride, with no money, no food, and no 
place to stay, the Dark Circle would have no problem catching up with him. 

He spun his wheelchair around and headed back to his room, passing a 
group of monks walking sedately into the chapel. A few of them glanced in his 
direction. Did they know he was being thrown out? That it was putting his life in 
danger? If so, none of them did anything about it. No more than Kyja was doing, 
or Master Therapass. 


Fine. He was on his own then. He’d been on his own most of his life 
anyway, before there was Kyja, and Therapass, and all of the other people he’d 
met over the last year. He’d managed to survive before. He’d have to do it again 
now. 

He raced down the hallway leading to his room, rubber wheels whirring 
against the polished floor. 

It wouldn’t take him long to gather his things. He didn’t have much in the 
way of possessions, and his room was so barren it looked more like a jail cell. 
He tucked his staff into a Velcro strap on the back of his chair, hung his leather 
pack on a handle, and began gathering Master Therapass’s scrolls and books, 
along with his clothes and personal items. 

At least there was one thing he had going for him: the motorcycle he and 
Kyja had driven across the country was still here. He didn’t know how much gas 
it had in the tank, and managing to start it and drive it the few miles to the 
monastery after his last jump from Farworld had been an ordeal to say the least. 
But it was his only chance. He couldn’t stay here and wait to be taken away. 

Marcus turned to put his things into his backpack, but it was gone. He 
looked under his chair, assuming it must have slipped off the handle. It wasn’t 
there. He looked on his bed, thinking he might have put it there. But he distinctly 
remembered hanging it on the back of his wheelchair. 

He wheeled his chair in a circle, already knowing what he would find. As 
impossible as it seemed, his backpack was gone. He looked at the door. Could 
Father Shaun have slipped in and silently taken the pack to keep Marcus from 
leaving? 

Marcus wheeled himself to the door and whipped it open, ready to confront 
the monk. But there was no one in the entire fifty-foot length of the hall. But 
something was lying on the floor at the far end. Marcus wheeled down the 
corridor to the intersection of the guest quarters and the wing of the monastery 
with the monks’ rooms. There, lying neatly on the stone floor, was his pack. 

He glanced down the hallway leading into the monks’ quarters and craned 
his neck to check the way he’d just come. Was this a trick? A joke? If so, who 
was playing it, and why? 

With his pack on his lap, he returned to his room. Whatever kind of trick 
the monk was playing on him, Marcus would not let it throw off his plans. As 
soon as he packed his things, he would locate the motorcycle keys, check for 
gas, and... 

When Marcus opened the door to his room, all of his books and papers 
were gone. His mouth dropped open. This was impossible. No way could anyone 
have come into his room without him seeing. He stretched to look under his bed, 


but the floor was as bare as the rest of the room. 

Cautiously he turned back to the open door and wheeled out. Something 
fluttered across the far end of the hall where his pack had been, flipping end over 
end despite the fact that the air in the hallway was still. 

Air magic? 

But he hadn’t felt anything, hadn’t sensed the flows of magic required to 
ask an elemental for its help. Biting the inside of his cheek, Marcus wheeled to 
the end of the hall and picked up one of the scrolls the wizard had given him. 

He looked down the hall leading into the monks’ quarters and saw a neat 
line of his books and papers spread evenly down the corridor. There was 
something very odd going on here and the only explanation Marcus could think 
of was magic. But as far as he knew, he was the only one on Earth who could use 
magic—because he was the only person on Earth who was from Farworld. 

Except for members of the Dark Circle. 

Were they here? Had they somehow breached the monastery’s security? 

A cold chill ran across his skull and down his back as he hurried along the 
hall, gathering his books and papers. If the Dark Circle was here, the Thrathkin 
S’Bae could be hiding anywhere. But why would the dark wizards resort to silly 
tricks? Why not attack him? 

After reaching the end of the corridor, he picked up the last of his papers 
and saw something in front of the final door. Something that could not possibly 
be there. He shifted the papers on his lap, looking for the backpack he’d piled 
them on top of, but it was no longer there. 

Instead, somehow, it was lying on the floor in front of the one door in the 
entire monastery that was forbidden to him. The door that was always kept 
locked. The door to the room Elder Ephraim had stayed in until his death. 


Chapter 3 


Dropping In 


This is a really, really, really, bad idea,” Riph Raph said, his voice cracking. 

“T told you—you don’t have to come,” Kyja whispered back. The two of 
them crept slowly down the tower stairs, keeping an eye out for wizards, who 
were unlikely to be moving around at that time of night, and guards, who were 
quite likely to be about. 

“Oh, that makes it much better. Maybe Turnip Head would let you go 
sneaking around the tower by yourself, but I won’t.” 

“T told you to stop calling him that.” Kyja paused at the comer where the 
staircase intersected the level she needed to reach. She peeked around a corner, 
spotting a guard resplendent in full battle armor, trying to get the last drops out 
of his waterskin. “Besides, Marcus would be far more likely to do this kind of 
thing than either of us. Now, do you want to stand here talking all night, or do 
something about that guard?” 

The skyte poked one large yellow eye around the wall. “What I should do is 
shout, ‘Hey, you big galoot. Get that thing out of your mouth and keep this girl 
out of more trouble than she’s already in!’” 

Kyja stuck out her tongue. “Do, and Pll tell everyone we meet that you’re 
my pet flying lizard.” 

Riph Raph shot an evil look in her direction. There was nothing he hated 
more than being called a lizard. “All right. But don’t blame me if you get caught 
anyway. We skytes are known for our good looks and winning personalities, not 
our stealth.” 

Kyja pointed silently to a spot just above the guard’s head. Riph Raph 
gulped, his Adam’s apple bobbing, and launched himself into the air. Flapping 
his small wings as silently as he could, he flew around the corner and into the 
landing. 

The guard, with his head tilted straight up, never noticed the skyte. 

I probably could have walked up to him and pinched him on the behind 
without him seeing me, Kyja thought. 

It wasn’t until a tiny ball of blue flame bounced off the guard’s helm, that 
the waterskin dropped from his hand and he grabbed the hilt of his sword. 

With the guard’s attention focused on him, Riph Raph darted toward the 
window. Unfortunately, the guard stepped directly into his flight path, long 
sword flashing. Narrowly avoiding the blade, the skyte looped in the air, 


bounced off the ceiling, screeched in surprise, and shot out another fireball. 

“Help!” the guard shouted. He swung his sword wildly back and forth as 
Riph Raph dodged and circled. 

Kyja, unsure whether she should continue sneaking past the guard or come 
to Riph Raph’s aid, stood halfway between the stairs and the hall, completely 
unnoticed. She could hear the guards’ armor clanking as they raced up the stairs, 
but she couldn’t leave her friend alone. It wasn’t until the skyte made an 
awkward circle, ricocheted off the wall, and flew straight out the window that 
she hurried out of sight. 

As she sneaked down the hallway, she heard the guard shout to his 
companions something about two, possibly three, full-size wyverns. 

Kyja placed a hand over her mouth, stifling a laugh. Reaching the end of 
the corridor, she rushed to where Riph Raph sat preening on a windowsill. “Are 
you all right?” she asked, searching his wings for any nicks or cuts. 

Riph Raph tossed back his head and flapped his ears. “Are you joking? That 
fool might as well have been using a dust mop instead of a sword. Skytes are 
known in the animal world as the kings of the sky.” 

Kyja grinned. “I thought you were known for your good looks and 
personalities.” 

“As well as for our superb acrobatic flying skills. And daring.” 

Kyja rubbed the skyte’s back scales and listened to him purr. “But maybe 
not for your humility. Now come on. Let’s finish what we came here for 
together, before your head gets too big to fit through the doorway.” 

“Speaking of that,” Riph Raph said, hopping from the windowsill to her 
shoulder. “Could you please explain again exactly what it is we’re doing? Other 
than sneaking around and nearly getting ourselves thrown in the dungeon?” 

Kyja sighed. “I knew you weren’t listening before. Now pay attention. It’s 
obvious that the note on my bed was left by someone who wants Marcus to get 
back to Farworld.” 

“Like all those people trying to kill him?” 

“Of course not.” Kyja reached a spot where two hallways joined, checked 
to make sure all four directions were clear, and turned right. A stone gargoyle 
statue watched her go past with sleepy eyes. “Why would someone who wanted 
to kill Marcus help us?” 

Riph Raph blinked, clearly not convinced. 

Kyja tiptoed by a slightly open door through which came a loud, wet 
snoring sound. “Whoever gave us that note was also giving us a clue about how 
to get Marcus safely through the realm of shadows.” 

“That’s where I’m unclear,” the skyte said. “How does a riddle get Marcus 


past the shadow creatures? Even Master Therapass hasn’t found a way to do 
that.” 

“TIl tell you when I know for sure. But first we need to make sure Marcus 
is okay.” Kyja stopped outside a familiar door; Riph Raph stiffened on her 
shoulder. 

“And how do you mean to do that?” 

Ever so gently, Kyja pushed open the door to Master Therapass’s study. She 
peered through the opening to where a large gray wolf lay sleeping in front of 
the fireplace. His yellow eyes were cracked open just enough that they reflected 
the glow of the embers. But Kyja knew that was how the wizard slept. “That’s 
where you come in.” 

Riph Raph immediately leaped off of her shoulder and flapped halfway 
down the corridor to a chandelier lit with magical flames. During the day, the 
flames were bright yellow, but at night they dimmed to a deep blue. “No. No, no, 
no. I said I’d help you get here. But I am not breaking into that wolf’s den so you 
can steal his aptura discerna. Have you seen those jaws? He could eat a dozen of 
me in one sitting and not be full.” 

Kyja eased the door shut and caught up with him. “Master Therapass 
wouldn’t eat you. And we aren’t breaking in. You saw for yourself—the door 
isn’t even locked. And it’s not stealing, it’s just . . . borrowing.” 

“Then we can go back to our room, sleep—which you don’t seem to be 
doing enough lately—and in the morning, ask Master Therapass to borrow it.” 

Kyja stomped her foot. The skyte could be so infuriating at times. “You 
know very well he won’t give me permission. Besides, I need to check on 
Marcus tonight. There has to be a reason we got that note when we did. Are you 
going to help me or not?” 

“Not,” Riph Raph said at once, refusing to budge from his perch. 

“Fine.” Kyja turned around and started down the hall. 

“At last she sees reason.” The skyte flew to her shoulder. “Trust me. You’ll 
feel much better about this in the morning.” 

“T will feel better,” Kyja said, easing the wizard’s door the rest of the way 
open. “Because Pll have checked on Marcus. If I see anything suspicious at all, 
I'll bring him to Farworld at once.” 

“How are you going to do that?” Riph Raph dug his talons into Kyja’s 
shoulder, clearly upset. “The aptura discerna is at the top of the wall—nearly to 
the ceiling.” 

Kyja winced as the skyte’s talons bit into her flesh. “Then it’s a good thing I 
can climb.” She stretched her arms over her head and stared up at the aptura 
discerna glowing dimly in the dark room as she took off her slippers. 


Riph Raph looked from her face to the circle on the wall. “Stop,” he hissed 
softly when it was clear she meant to go through with her plan. “Let’s talk about 
this some more.” 

“T’m finished talking,” Kyja whispered. “Keep an eye on the wizard and let 
me know if he wakes up.” She tiptoed into the study, watching for traps and 
alarms. 

“You'll know if he wakes up, because he’ll be crunching our bones for a 
midnight snack,” the skyte said, waiting just outside the door. 

The good thing about being immune to magic was that there were almost no 
traps that worked on Kyja. Motion or heat-sensing alarms, on the other hand, 
were another thing completely. The best of those had been stolen when the 
wizard was locked in the dungeon, and he hadn’t gotten around to replacing 
them yet. But Kyja knew of at least two that were still active. 

The first sensor looked like an ordinary teapot—unless you noticed the way 
the spout rotated 360 degrees, checking for anyone other than the wizard in the 
room. If it spotted an intruder, steam shot out of the spout in an ear-splitting 
whistle. Kyja might never have figured it out if it hadn’t been for the fact that 
Master Therapass despised tea. 

The trick to avoiding the teapot was staying low enough to keep out of its 
line of sight and sticking close to large objects that tended to throw it off. Kyja 
slithered across the room—stomach pressed against the cool stone floor—auntil 
she was just below the pot. Then, when it was looking in the other direction, she 
jumped up and slipped a blue wool tea cozy over it. 

“You won’t be doing any tattling tonight,” she whispered. 

The second alarm, a magical flying cookie tin, though far more obvious, 
was not nearly as easy to trick. It swooped around the room on tiny silver wings, 
watching for anything airborne. Had Riph Raph not been such a coward, the tin 
would have spotted him flying in the room at once. Getting up to the aptura 
discerna would put Kyja right in its sights, setting off a raucous clanging and 
rattling, which would immediately wake the sleeping wolf. 

Fortunately Kyja had come prepared. She reached into her robe pocket and 
pulled out a thick brown bar wrapped in cloth. Careful not to let the cookie bar 
touch her skin or clothing, she unwrapped the cloth and waited for the tin to 
swoop into range. When the flying spy was almost directly over her head, she 
tossed the cookie into the air. 

Instantly, the tin swooped down, opened its lid, and chomped the molasses 
treat. Gooey brown liquid oozed onto the lid, gluing it shut. Eventually the tin 
would dislodge the cookie, but by then Kyja would be gone, and hopefully 
Master Therapass would assume his scout had been indulging in a late-night 


kitchen run. 

She looked over her shoulder and smirked at Riph Raph. Teach him to 
underestimate her. The skyte rolled his eyes and flapped his wings, urging her to 
hurry up. 

Now that the alarms were disabled, the trick was reaching the window 
itself. Despite her earlier claim, Kyja wasn’t sure she could climb up to it. The 
stone wall had a few cracks and crannies she could lodge her fingers and toes 
into, but looking from the floor to the top of the wall, she couldn’t find a clear 
path all the way up. 

A tall set of shelves provided a way to get nearly as high as she needed, but 
from the highest shelf, she’d have to stretch almost two arm lengths sideways. 
She’d made tougher climbs, exploring nearby cliffs as a little girl, but back then, 
she’d had ropes and climbing hooks. And a sleeping wizard hadn’t been nearly 
at her feet, ready to wake up at the first noise. 

It wasn’t like the aptura discerna would come to her, though. The longer she 
waited, the better the chance of Master Therapass waking up. As though warning 
her of that very thing, the wolf yawned—his dagger-like teeth glittering—and 
shifted a little closer to the fire. 

Riph Raph let out a strangled squawk; Kyja pressed a finger to her lips. 

Taking a deep breath, she gripped a shelf at eye level and pulled herself up. 
Her toes found the ledge of a shelf below, and she began climbing. Working her 
way up was like scaling an avalanche-prone ravine. Bottles and knick-knacks 
balanced precariously close to her hands. She found herself watching the 
unstable trinkets, checking on Master Therapass, and trying to ignore Riph 
Raph’s anxious signals, all while scaling high enough that a fall would not only 
wake the wolf, but quite possibly cause her serious harm. 

When at last she pulled herself onto the top shelf—securing a glass owl 
with her right foot and blowing on a precariously tilted scroll to keep it from 
rolling off—she released a relieved breath and tried not to look down. 

Outside the door, Riph Raph hopped from one foot to the other, his ears 
flapping nervously. Kyja vowed that the next time she attempted something like 
this, she’d bring a less high-strung companion. 

She eyed the glowing circle, so temptingly close, yet just far enough away 
that reaching it would require her to lean farther out than was safe. Clamping the 
side of the bookshelf between her knees, she stretched until her shoulder felt 
ready to pop from its socket. Her fingers were so close to the aptura discerna that 
its colors reflected on the back of her hand, but she still couldn’t quite reach it. 

Holding her breath, she moved one leg a few inches away from the shelf. 
Her body wavered on the edge of losing its balance. The shelf groaned. With a 


desperate lunge, she grabbed for the edge of the circle. As her fingers closed 
around it, something slammed into the back of her head. 

Kyja turned to see the cookie tin circling around for another attack. The 
bookshelf shifted under her weight, and then she was falling. With a cry of 
dismay, she spun and grabbed for support. But she was too far out; there was 
nothing to hold. Her arms flailed as the hard stone floor raced to meet her. 

At the sound of her voice, the wolf’s yellow eyes flew open. Silently, it bent 
its legs and leaped across the room. In midair it transformed into a human. With 
incredible grace for a man his age, Master Therapass leaned forward and 
wrapped his arms around Kyja right before she hit the ground. 

The wizard’s stern eyes darkened and his lips drew tight as he spotted the 
colored circle in Kyja’s hand. 

Riph Raph backed slowly away from the door, his ears nearly disappearing 
under his chin. “Er,” he squeaked, “he’s awake.” 


Chapter 4 


Missing Reflections 


Marcus looked from his pack to the door. A coincidence? He didn’t think 
so. Whoever, or whatever, had taken his things had clearly led him here, to his 
old guardian’s room. The question was, what was he going to do about it? 

He reached for the door and froze. What if a giant black snake waited for 
him on the other side? He didn’t know of anyone other than the Thrathkin S’Bae 
—and himself—who could do magic on Earth. And there was no doubt in his 
mind that whatever was happening involved some sort of magic. 

Glancing down the hallway to make sure no one was coming, he reached 
for the power of water. One of the first things he’d learned from Cascade, the 
water elemental who’d agreed to join him and Kyja on their quest to open a 
doorway between Earth and Farworld, was that water magic held the power of 
seeing. 

The Fontasian with the blue skin and white hair could literally see through 
forests and mountains for miles in any direction. Marcus wasn’t that good with 
water magic, but he should be able to see through a door. That was assuming he 
could tap into the power of water at all. For whatever reason, using water magic 
had become harder and harder over the last few months—almost as though the 
elementals controlling it were trying to cut him off from their power. 

“Help me see,” he muttered, summoning the help of the Fontasians. 

Unlike how most people on Earth viewed magic, it wasn’t just waving a 
wand or saying a bunch of random words. Casting a spell had two parts. The 
first was knowing which magic to use—water, land, air, fire, or some 
combination—and what to do with it. 

The second part was asking the elements who controlled that magic to do 
what you wanted. Black magic, the kind used by the Dark Circle, involved 
forcing the elements to obey your commands. That kind of magic could not be 
used without ultimately corrupting the caster, and it was most effective for spells 
that were inherently evil. The kind of magic Master Therapass used required the 
willing help of the elements. 

Marcus closed his eyes, picturing the flow of water that would let him see 
through the solid surface of the door, while focusing on the importance of his 
need. For a minute, he didn’t think the spell would work, like picking up a phone 
and hearing no dial tone. 

Then, as he was about to give up, something tickled the backs of his eyes, 


and he got the briefest glimpse of a room much like his own. A bed. A desk. And 
something else, which he didn’t recognize. 

He was almost positive no one was in the room. But there was something. 
Some kind of power he didn’t recognize bounced back at him like a voice 
echoing in a mountain pass. 

Was it possible that this was the work of Master Therapass? He knew for a 
fact the wizard couldn’t cross from Farworld to Earth. Kyja and Marcus were the 
only humans who had ever made the leap without the use of dark magic. But 
maybe it was some kind of message. Marcus had to get into the room. 

He tried the door and wasn’t surprised when the brass knob turned barely a 
quarter of an inch before stopping. The monks had been very clear that this room 
was off limits. He’d never thought to question why a simple bedroom should be 
forbidden—until now. 

Marcus peered into the small keyhole. Changing the state of things—hot to 
cold, on to off, or, in this case, locked to unlocked —required the power of air. 
He wasn’t nearly as familiar with that magic, but one of the few air-magic scrolls 
Master Therapass had given him had a spell that might be able to disengage the 
inner workings of a lock. The scroll was in his bag, but he’d read it so many 
times, he nearly had it memorized. 

Gripping the knob in both hands, he focused on changing the lock from 
closed to open. Magic didn’t require words, but he’d found that he could focus 
his powers if he used little poems. 

“Currents of air, wind, and sky,” he said quietly. “Through this keyhole 
quickly fly. The way I must go has been blocked. Help me to undo this lock.” 

It wasn’t much of a poem, but he could feel it working. A soft breeze 
brushed by his cheek. The doorknob rattled, started to turn, then stopped. He 
reached up and tried the knob. Still locked. 

Had the elements rejected his request? He’d managed to lock and unlock 
the door to his own room before. But maybe because he was trying to break into 
a room the monks had forbidden him to enter, the air elementals had refused his 
request. 

Somehow he needed to communicate the importance of his need. Focusing 
his thoughts again, he tried to convey how important it was that he open this 
door. Surely the elementals would understand why he had to break into a room if 
it was the only way he could escape the Dark Circle. 

“My need is great; I ask once more. Help me to unlock this door.” 

The power of air magic swirled around him, and, for a quick second, he felt 
something else. It seemed to be a response to his magic—coming not from inside 
the lock, but from behind the door. Almost an echo of his request bouncing back 


at him, reflecting his magic in a way he’d never experienced. 

The knob rattled ever so slightly, followed by a soft click. Somewhere 
behind him, footsteps echoed; Marcus glanced over his shoulder. Someone was 
coming. Quickly, he turned the knob. He pushed the door open, wheeled inside, 
and swung the door shut behind him. 

Inside the room, he pressed his ear to the closed door. Had he been seen? Or 
heard? When several minutes had passed, and no one came to check the door, he 
breathed a sigh of relief. Now to see what was in here. 

He turned around, but was disappointed to find the room almost empty. It 
was a tiny cell, as barren as his own. The only furnishings were a bed—stripped 
of its blankets and sheets—a tall standing mirror, and a plain wooden desk. 
Nothing that could have accounted for the power he’d felt. 

He wheeled over to the desk and tried one of the drawers, expecting them to 
be locked. Instead, they slid open, and inside were all his missing things— 
scrolls, papers, a pair of smelly socks. Everything he’d thought he’d misplaced 
over the last few weeks was tucked neatly into the drawers of the desk. 

How did all of his things end up here? He looked around the room, 
searching for a clue. Other than his socks and scrolls, there was nothing out of 
the ordinary here. It was just an empty room with an old desk, the standing 
mirror, and a plain bed. But then why would someone go to all the trouble of 
locking it up? He glanced at the mirror—the only thing that looked out of place. 
Monks weren’t exactly known for their vanity, so there weren’t many mirrors in 
the monastery. Maybe something was hidden behind it. 

His hopes were quickly dashed when he realized there was no place behind 
it to hide anything. Even the mirror was useless. At some point, the glass inside 
the ornate frame had been removed. He peered through the empty oval and 
found only a dusty baseboard. There was nothing here. Nothing at all. 

With a sigh, he spun his chair around. One of the wheels bumped the 
mirror, and it started to tilt forward. Afraid someone would hear the crash, 
Marcus reached out to catch it. His palm met the edge of the frame, steadying it. 

As his fingers wrapped around where the glass should have been, he felt 
something he thought he never would again. It was a jerk, deep in his stomach— 
like a hook caught somewhere in the middle of his gut, pulling until it seemed 
like he was turning inside out. Marcus gasped as the world spun. A giddy 
excitement raced through him. 

He was jumping! 


Chapter 5 


Window to the Soul 


Master Therapass released Kyja so quickly, she barely had time to get her 
feet under her before hitting the ground. 

“I... I can explain,” she said, straightening and smoothing her robe. 

“Tt was my fault,” Riph Raph blurted. “I told her to do it.” 

Master Therapass flicked his right hand, and suddenly Riph Raph was lying 
on his back in the center of the room, his legs bound with silver string and an 
apple stuffed in his beak like a pig ready to be cooked. “I have no time for 
stories,” the wizard said sharply. He glared at Kyja. “And no patience for 
thieves.” 

He held out his hand, and Kyja meekly returned the glowing circle. She 
opened her mouth to explain, but realized there was no explanation. Riph Raph 
had been right; she should have shown the wizard the note as soon as she found 
it and asked for his help. She wondered if she’d lost his trust for good. Looking 
at the ground, she reached into her pocket, took out the note, and handed it to 
him. 

“What’s this?” Master Therapass drew his glasses from the sleeve of his 
robe and balanced them on the end of his nose as he studied the scrap of 
parchment. He read the message, turned it over and examined the back. “Where 
did you get this?” 

“I found it on my bed yesterday morning, after you told me I couldn’t .. .” 
Kyja chewed her lower lip. “After you told me I couldn’t use the aptura 
discerna.” 

“Do you have any idea who put it there?” 

Kyja shook her head. “It’s just . . . I thought it was a riddle. I figured out 
that it’s talking about a shadow, and I thought—I thought . . .” She wiped a tear 
from her eyes, trying hard not to cry. She wanted to be strong. She wanted to do 
the right thing. But lately she didn’t seem to know what the right thing was 
anymore. “I’m so sorry.” She sniffed. 

The wizard’s eyes softened. He placed a hand on Kyja’s shoulder. “Now, 
now, there’s no need for tears. I know you were only worried about Marcus.” 

Kyja bunched up the front of her robe and dabbed at her eyes with it. 

The wizard lifted the parchment to his nose and sniffed. “Odd.” 

“What?” Kyja asked 

“The ink. It has a strange aroma I’ve never smelled before.” 


Kyja hadn’t noticed. “I thought maybe the note was a clue about how to get 
Marcus safely through the realm of shadows.” 

“T’m not sure I understand,” the wizard said. 

“The riddle talks about shadows disappearing at noon and in the middle of 
the night.” Kyja swallowed. It had all made sense to her at the time. Now, as she 
tried to put it into words, the whole thing seemed sort of silly. 

But Master Therapass was tugging at the tip of his beard, his eyes 
thoughtful. “Go on.” 

“T thought that maybe the riddle meant that if those are the times shadows 
are at their weakest, maybe they’re also when the realm of shadows is the least 
dangerous. I thought I could try pulling Marcus over at midnight. To see if it 
worked.” 

Master Therapass frowned. “Making guesses like that is far too dangerous. 
You could have put Marcus’s life in danger because you had a simple hunch.” 

Kyja pressed her lips together, her eyes feeling hot again. 

The wizard sighed. “Would it help if I let you see for yourself that Marcus 
is safe?” 

Kyja nodded. “Oh, yes!” 

“Very well. I had thought it would be easier if you could keep your mind on 
other things, focus on something other than the boy. But it’s clear I was 
mistaken.” He laid the aptura discerna flat on a nearby table. 

Still trussed nearby, Riph Raph mumbled around the apple in his mouth, his 
yellow eyes bulging. “Grprut turhurg ribe bor.” 

Master Therapass glanced at him and snapped his fingers, releasing Riph 
Raph from his bonds. “Try to stay out of trouble.” 

The skyte flew to Kyja’s side and pouted. 

As soon as she looked into the aptura discerna, Kyja’s heart began to 
pound. Was Master Therapass right? Would she be better off not seeing Marcus? 
Maybe seeing him would make it harder to wait until he could be brought safely 
over. Maybe she was being selfish. 

But the wizard didn’t understand. Kyja had always had a special connection 
with Marcus. Sometimes she could almost think his thoughts, feel his feelings. 
She knew how frustrated he had to be by now. And she did have a strong feeling 
that he needed her help. 

As she looked into the window, the colors began to mix and blur, taking on 
a hazy pink hue. She tried to remember everything Master Therapass had taught 
her about using the aptura discerna. First, she had to clear her mind. She had to 
push aside all negative emotions—fear, anger, disappointment. She wasn’t angry, 
and disappointment wasn’t a problem. But to let the window look inside her, 


she’d have to get rid of her fear. That would be harder. If she hadn’t been afraid 
for Marcus, she wouldn’t be here in the first place. 

Instinctively, her hand went to Riph Raph. They argued sometimes, but ever 
since she’d rescued him as a baby, the skyte had been her best and most loyal 
companion. “I’m sorry I got you into trouble.” 

Riph Raph rubbed his head under her chin. “It’s all right.” 

She tried thinking of happy things. Riding the motorcycle across the roads 
of Earth while Riph Raph cowered in terror. Floating down the Noble River with 
Cascade. Watching the skyte catch fish. Finding Marcus safe in Land Keep. A 
little at a time, her breathing evened and slowed. 

Riph Raph edged around to look into the window, where the pink haze was 
slowly clearing. “Let him be all right,” Kyja whispered under her breath. 

As the pink disappeared, Kyja made out a small room. Marcus’s? She saw a 
bed, a desk, and a mirror. There, beside the mirror, Marcus’s wheelchair was 
turned on its side. But where was Marcus? Her breathing sped up, and as it did, 
pink began to swirl back into the window, clouding her view. 

“Relax,” Master Therapass said. “Clear your mind.” 

But she couldn’t. Where was Marcus? She’d come to the window looking 
for him. The aptura discerna had found his room. Why not him? Her heart 
thudded. Why wasn’t the window working? The image began to fade. 

“Show me Marcus,” she demanded, reaching for the aptura discerna. “Show 
him to me.” 

But the room disappeared and a terrible certainty filled her chest. 
Something had happened to Marcus. Something horrible. 


Chapter 6 


The Is 


When Marcus was three or four, he’d dreamed of going to the ocean one 
day. Cold wind blowing in his face, waves crashing on the shore. He’d never 
made it to the ocean, but he thought he must be there now. 

A rhythmic roaring filled his ears like waves pounding against a rocky 
beach, and a bitterly cold gray fog swirled around him. He shivered so hard the 
back of his head repeatedly knocked against the icy ground. 

“K-Kyja?” he groaned, opening his eyes. “Where are you?” 

Where are you? 

Where? Where? 

Are? Are? 

You? 

His words echoed back from all directions at once. Only they didn’t sound 
like his voice, more like someone repeating what he’d said. He tried pushing 
himself to a sitting position, but the smooth stone beneath him was so bitterly 
cold, it numbed his fingers as soon as he touched it. 

He yanked his hand back and blew into his cupped palms, trying to warm 
them. Where was he? And how long had he been there? He could remember 
reaching for the mirror. The tug in his stomach. After that . . . he wasn’t sure. 
Kyja must have pulled him over to Farworld. If she did, though, where was she? 

He tried to peer through the thick clouds swirling around him, and for a 
moment thought he caught a glimpse of blue eyes to his left. But the mist closed 
in again too quickly for him to be sure. “Hello?” he whispered, fear tightening 
like a belt across his stomach. 

“A seeker,” a papery voice said from somewhere to his left. 

A voice that sounded exactly the same spoke from his right. “A finder.” 

The fog in front of Marcus danced, and he briefly caught sight of a face 
staring back at him. It was hard to tell what the face looked like; the features 
were . . . fuzzy. 

“A wise man.” 

“A fool.” 

The voices came from all around him. 

Marcus hugged his arms across his chest, trying to stave off the icy gray 
curtain leeching the heat from his body. His teeth chattered so violently, he could 
hardly speak. “W-who’s th-there?” 


“T am a supplicant,” said the voice behind him. 

“I am a prophet.” 

“I am a stranger.” 

“I am a friend.” 

A terrifying thought occurred to him. What if this wasn’t Farworld at all? 
Could he somehow have launched himself into the realm of shadows? He tried 
to stand before realizing he’d left his staff in Elder Ephraim’s room along with 
his wheelchair. 

With each breath, clouds puffed from his mouth and nose; he was amazed 
to see tiny crystals of ice forming on the hairs of his arms. “I have to get out of 
here.” 

Four different voices shouted at once. Or was it the same voice coming 
from four different directions? “Leave as you wish! You have been given a gift! 
Use it wisely! Spend it carefully!” 

“What gift?” This was crazy. He had no idea where he was or who was 
talking to him. Something jingled in his hand. He looked down to see four gold 
coins in his palm. Where had they come from? He hadn’t been holding them 
before. 

At the same time, the roaring stopped, and the mist cleared. Marcus looked 
up to see that he was in the bottom of a deep, round pit. The walls were solid ice, 
so high he could barely make out a small gray opening hundreds of feet 
overhead. A frigid wind whistled down on him as if he were in the middle of an 
arctic wilderness. 

The walls looked like waterfalls had flowed down them once, but now they 
were frozen solid. The silence was so complete that he could still hear the 
roaring, which had been abruptly cut off, echoing in his ears. 

No one else was in the pit with him, and he saw no way for anyone to get in 
or out. So whose were the voices he’d heard? Then he saw them. Trapped in the 
waterfalls were four old men, their penetrating blue eyes locked open behind 
clear ice. Each wore a long, gray robe and had a beard to his waist. It was 
impossible to tell for sure, but from where he sat, they looked identical. It was as 
if they had all stepped into the water right before it froze. They all stared at him. 

Marcus ran his tongue across his upper lip, and the cold made it stick for a 
moment. He looked down at the coins. “What am I supposed to do with these?” 

None of the men said anything. How could they? They were obviously 
dead. 

He turned the first coin over. Something was engraved in the center of it: 
two letters, I and S. 

“Ts?” he whispered. 


At the sound of his voice, the waterfall to his left came to life. The 
previously frozen water crashed into a small pool at its base. Mist flowed from 
the pool. The roar of the falling water buffeted his eardrums. A hand reached 
through the mist, and before Marcus could think to pull away, it dragged him 
into the water. 


Marcus was in his wheelchair again, sitting in Elder Ephraim’s room. 
Everything looked the same. The desk. The bed. The glassless mirror. His 
backpack lay in his lap as though he’d never been pulled into the mirror at all. 

Had he? Or had it been an illusion caused by whatever magic had moved 
his things? 

“Good choice,” a voice said. 

Marcus spun around to see a boy about his own age, leaning against the 
wall by the door. 

“The wisest people choose the Is,” the boy said with a smile. 

“Who are you?” Marcus asked, wheeling his chair backward. “How did you 
get in here?” 

The boy shook back a lock of blond hair and laughed, his amazingly blue 
eyes sparkling. “I’m your guide. You brought me here.” 

Marcus stared at his own arms and legs. He wasn’t wet. And despite the 
fact that he could clearly remember almost freezing to death, he wasn’t cold. 
Could the boy have made him believe that he was in that place with the frozen 
old men? Marcus had nearly convinced himself he’d never gone through the 
mirror at all, when he realized he was still gripping the gold coins. 

“TIl take that,” the boy said, reaching out a hand. 

Marcus looked at the four glittering circles. The one reading Is still lay on 
top of the others. “The Is,” he whispered. “You said the wisest people choose the 
Is.” 

“Of course. No worry what might or might not happen down the road. No 
regrets over what took place before. The here and now is the best place, I think.” 

Marcus didn’t understand, but he thought he was beginning to. “Are we in 
the... 1s?” 

The boy laughed delightedly and nodded like a proud parent seeing a baby 
take its first steps. 

Marcus looked around the room. It looked like Elder Ephraim’s quarters, 
but maybe that was part of the magic. “You said you were my guide. Did you 
bring me here?” 

The boy laughed again, but this time shook his head. “No one can bring you 
to the Is. You’ve always been here. Once you pay me, I can make sure you stay 


forever.” 

Now Marcus was confused all over again. “If I’ve been here all along, why 
would I have to pay you to stay?” 

Footsteps sounded from outside in the hallway. “Marcus?” a voice called. 
They’d found him. Was Principle Teagarden here already? 

He was trapped. He had no way to get to his motorcycle. No way to escape. 
He turned to the boy. “Can you get me out of here?” He jingled the coins in his 
hand. “Pll pay you.” 

The boy stretched out his fingers eagerly, and Marcus nearly handed him all 
the coins. But something in the boy’s eyes made him hesitate. 

Someone pounded on the outside of the door. “Marcus,” a man’s voice 
called. “What are you doing? Come out of there at once.” 

“Give me your gift. You must spend it,” the boy hissed. He seemed too 
eager to take the money, almost greedy. 

“Get me away from here first,” Marcus said. “Then PII pay you.” 

The doorknob jiggled, and Marcus heard someone whisper something about 
a key. 

“Why would you want to leave?” asked the boy, his lower lip pushing out 
in a pout. “You can stay here forever. Never growing older. Never losing loved 
ones.” His eyes shined. “Never experiencing death.” 

A key rattled in the lock. The knob started to turn. 

“Give me your coin!” the boy cried, snatching at Marcus’s hand. 

“No!” Marcus screamed. He threw the coin to the ground and felt 
something pull in his stomach. 


Chapter 7 


The Was 


Cold air bit at Marcus’s exposed skin. His fingers were numb, and his face 
felt frost-bitten, as if he’d been in the pit the whole time instead of back in the 
monastery. He no longer knew what was real and what wasn’t. The only clue 
that something had changed was the fact that now he held only three coins. 

“What do you want?” he shouted at the four old men, all of them once again 
frozen in their icy tombs. He got no answer. No sign that anyone had heard him 
at all, even though he had a clear sense he was being watched by the four sets of 
eyes. 

He turned over the next coin in his hand. The letters W-A-S were engraved 
on the front. Was, he thought, careful not to say the word out loud. He wanted to 
fling the coins to the ground—tell whoever was playing this game that he 
refused to take part. 

But what if he did that, and the coins disappeared? How would he get out? 
The walls were far too steep to climb, even if he’d had two good legs and arms. 

“Is this some kind of test?” he asked. “If it is, I don’t understand what it 
means.” His muscles ached, and his teeth chattered. 

“F-fine,” he said, when it was clear he had no other choice. He closed his 
fingers around the coin along with the other two and said, “Was.” 

Water roared behind him, and before he could turn, a hand was pulling him 
into the mist. 

Marcus stood at one end of a hallway so long it appeared to go on forever. 
The floor was a bright red stone, the walls so yellow he couldn’t look at them for 
long without blinking. Every few yards, a door opened to the right or left. 
Between the doors were paintings set in elaborate gold frames. He started to 
crawl toward the first painting before realizing he was standing—without pain. 
Without even the aid of a staff. 

Marcus flexed his right leg. It was strong and straight—no longer withered. 
His left arm was normal too. How could that be? He looked for the boy he’d 
seen before—the one who had called himself a guide—but there didn’t appear to 
be anyone else in the hallway. 

“Hello?” His voice echoed in the long empty corridor. 

What was he supposed to do? He walked to the nearest picture frame and 
stared. It was a painting of himself lying on his back in the middle of the icy pit. 


He was looking at the coins in his hand. The image was realistic enough that it 
could have been a photograph if not for the brush strokes, their textures clear 
against the canvas. How could there be a painting of something that had taken 
place only minutes before? Who could have painted it? And why? 

The air had a faint musty smell to it, as though no one had been here for 
years. That couldn’t be true. 

Was this another illusion? A trick? He slapped himself across the face with 
the hand that, in the past, he could hardly move. He felt a tingle in his cheek and 
palm, but no pain. 

“Tt is a trick,” he said. 

The first door down the hall swung open, and a boy no older than seven or 
eight skipped out. “There is no pain in the Was,” he sang. “No pain. No pain. No 
pain.” 

The boy looked like the guide from Elder Ephraim’s room. He had the same 
shockingly blue eyes. Same blond hair. Only he was younger. 

“Are you the other one’s brother?” Marcus asked. 

The child only giggled and skipped around the hallway. 

The door the boy had come through hung partway open. Marcus peeked in, 
expecting something amazing, or frightening, or dangerous. What he saw instead 
was so unexpected, he could only gape. 

It was the exact same image as in the painting—himself, lying on the 
ground in the pit, studying his coins. He turned to the little boy, who was 
watching him with a slight smile. 

“You can go in if you like,” the boy said. 

“No.” Marcus shook his head. He wasn’t going back to the pit. Instead he 
started down the hallway. There were plenty of other doors. He stopped at the 
next one and opened it. He saw himself again, this time sitting in his wheelchair. 
Father Shaun stood in front of him. 

“He’s funny,” the boy said, peering through the doorway beside Marcus and 
pointing at the monk. 

Marcus glanced at the little boy. “Father Shaun?” 

The child clapped his hands over his mouth and nodded. “That’s not who he 
really is.” 

Marcus stared at the monk. “Of course it is. Who else would he be?” 

The blond boy only giggled and began skipping in a circle. “Ice worm, mud 
worm, piece of pie.” 

Marcus had heard those words somewhere before. He spun around. “Where 
did you learn that?” 

The boy ignored him, hopping across the hall on his hands and feet like a 


frog. “Ice worm, mud worm, piece of cake.” 

Marcus looked back through the door again. Looking at himself and Father 
Shaun was like opening a window to a moment in the past. Everything was 
accurate, down to the smallest detail—Father Shaun, the book on the ground, the 
monk weeding in the flower bed—as if he could snap his fingers and everyone 
would start moving. He could nearly smell the flowers growing in the garden 
and the arid scent of the Arizona desert beyond. 

What would the Marcus inside the door do if he turned around and saw his 
double watching him? 

Marcus turned to look at the hopping boy. He wasn’t very old, but he 
seemed to understand what was happening, which was more than Marcus did. 
“Are you my guide?” 

“T guess so,” the boy said. 

Marcus pointed through the door. “Is that... are they . . . real?” 

“To you.” 

Maybe if Marcus went through the door, he could warn himself not to go 
into Elder Ephraim’s room—to go straight to the motorcycle. Then he’d never 
get sucked into the mirror and be in this . . . whatever it was he was in. 

“Hey!” he shouted. Nothing happened. 

“They can’t hear you,” the child said, making faces at himself in the shiny 
red floor. 

“You said I can go in, right?” Marcus asked. 

The boy nodded, then went back to making faces. 

Marcus swallowed. What would the monk do if he saw two Marcuses? 
“Can I get out if I go in?” 

The boy nodded again. 

Marcus tried to think it all through. If he went in and warned himself, he 
wouldn’t go through the mirror, which would mean that he wouldn’t be here to 
come out of the door again. Only if he wasn’t here, how could he warn himself? 
The whole thing was too confusing. He could spend all day worrying about the 
consequences, or he could just do it. 

He took a deep breath, checked on the boy, who didn’t appear to be paying 
any attention to him, and stepped through the door. 

He was back in his wheelchair again. 

“You dropped this?” Father Shaun picked up the book and handed it to 
Marcus with an uneasy frown. 

“Um, thanks,” Marcus said, taking the volume and turning it over so the 
cover was facing down. 

What was happening? He tried to turn and look behind him, but his body 


didn’t seem to be under his control. 

“How are your studies progressing?” the monk asked. 

He tried to say, “I’m not going back to the school.” Instead he said, “Good,” 
and patted his stack of papers. “Just working on my, uh... algebra. Then some 
U.S. history. Gotta love the Industrial Revolution.” The words forced themselves 
out of his mouth as though he had no control over his body, as if he had to repeat 
exactly what had happened the first time. 

Father Shaun tugged at the sleeve of his raso. “I have some news that 
should make your studies go even better,” he said. 

Marcus wanted to scream, No, you don’t! You have terrible news. But his 
mouth wouldn’t move. 

Their conversation continued exactly the way it had before, and Marcus 
began to fear that he’d walked into a trap. Would he be stuck here forever, 
looking through his own eyes, but unable to act? 

The little boy walked around from behind Father Shaun, as though he’d 
been hiding there all along. “It’s more fun if you watch from outside yourself.” 

The monk smiled sadly. “We will miss you. But we have no choice. The 
State says this is not the proper place for a young boy. The monastery is not an 
orphanage.” 

“Not a monk. Not a monk. Not a monk.” The little boy stuck his fingers in 
his ears, made a face at Father Shaun, and laughed. “Come play,” he said to 
Marcus, reaching out a hand. 

Suddenly, Marcus was standing beside Father Shaun, watching a copy of 
himself struggle with the news he’d just received. “How did you do that?” he 
asked at the same time the Marcus in the wheelchair asked, “How did they even 
find out I was here?” 

“Being in the Was is boring,” the guide said. “But when you watch it, you 
can do anything you want.” He ran around the back of the chair and pretended to 
mess up the other Marcus’s hair. 

Marcus watched himself slam his fist on his lap and wince in pain. “If Elder 
Ephraim were alive, he would never allow this. I won’t go,” his duplicate said. 

“Can’t they see us?” Marcus asked. “Or hear us?” 

The little boy shook his head as Father Shaun spoke. “Can’t see, can’t 
hear,” the boy chanted. 

The other Marcus dropped his book. “They’re coming today?” 

The last time he’d been here, Marcus had seen Father Shaun look away 
from the magic diagram. He’d assumed the monk was either embarrassed or 
offended. But this time, watching more closely, he noticed a mischievous grin on 
the father’s face. Why would the monk smile about a book of magic spells? 


The monk’s smile disappeared as quickly as it had come. “Principal 
Teagarden said to expect him and a few of the boys from your school by 
lunchtime.” 

Marcus watched himself beg and the monk turn him down. 

“You said Father Shaun isn’t really a monk,” he said to the guide, who was 
dancing among the flowers. “Who is he?” 

“Another one. The one who took your things.” The child knelt to smell a 
blossom. 

“Father Shaun took my things?” That didn’t make any sense. Why would 
the monk want Marcus’s belongings? “How could he do that?” 

But the boy seemed to have lost interest in the conversation. He stood up 
and wriggled his toes in the dirt. “Are you ready to go?” 

The Marcus in the wheelchair turned and rolled toward the monastery. At 
the same time, the courtyard and garden began to grow dark. 

“What’s happening?” Marcus spun around. The color was fading out of 
everything as though the sun had disappeared from the sky. But he could still see 
it overhead, a sphere as gray as everything else. 

“Tt’s time to go,” the boy said. 

For the first time Marcus noticed the doorway—a rectangle of light in a 
world quickly turning black. 

“I don’t understand,” Marcus said. Everything was disappearing. The 
flowers, the monastery, even the ground under his feet appeared to be losing 
substance. It was like he was floating in the middle of a black, empty space. A 
hand grabbed him and yanked him through the door. 


Chapter 8 


Good Advice 


Kyja! Kyja, control yourself.” Master Therapass placed his wrinkled hands 
on Kyja’s shoulders, and she realized she’d been banging her fists on the aptura 
discerna, willing it to show her Marcus. 

“You said he was all right. You said he was safe.” Kyja gripped the edge of 
the table to keep her hands from shaking. “Where is he?” she demanded, her 
heart pounding. 

“Just because you cannot see Marcus does not mean he’s in danger.” 

“Sure,” Riph Raph said. “Maybe Turnip Head just knocked over his 
wheelchair, spread his things around on the floor and, um, took a nap . . . where 
you can’t find him.” 

Master Therapass and Kyja glared at Riph Raph, and the skyte tucked his 
head under one wing. “Pl just let the two of you work this out.” 

Kyja took several deep breaths, trying to get herself under control. “What 
does it mean that I can’t see him? He’s not...” 

“Dead?” The wizard shook his head, his long gray beard waggling. “No. If 
something had happened to the boy, you would see him anyway. This is odd. 
Most odd.” He drummed his fingers on the table, and a series of scrolls and 
books marched in front of him, opening to certain sections or uncurling to reveal 
a few lines of text. The wizard looked at each one, then shook his head. The 
document moved on, and another took its place. 

“You said the aptura discerna shows what’s inside me, what I care about 
most,” Kyja said. “What I care about is knowing that Marcus is safe. So why is 
the window showing me his things, but not him? Did I do something wrong?” 

Master Therapass took off his glasses and looked down at her with his 
gentle brown eyes. “No, child. The all-seeing eye is not a wishing well. I have 
studied it for years and yet I still know but a small part of its power. There are 
many things I don’t completely understand. Why it shows us some things and 
not others. Why it only works when our minds are calm. How it works on 
someone like you, who is immune to traditional magic.” 

Kyja shivered. Her entire life she’d dreamed of having magic. It wasn’t 
until the wizard explained that she was from another world—a world that didn’t 
use spells, wands, and potions—that she’d understood why she was different 
from everyone else on Farworld. But that didn’t mean the desire for having 
magic had gone away. 


“What we do know is that the aptura discerna is a window into the soul,” 
Master Therapass continued. “What we see in it is a reflection of not only our 
desires, but our thoughts, our beliefs. To some extent, even our memories.” He 
touched her shoulder. “The thing to do now is get some sleep. I will give the 
situation further study, and we can try again—” 

“No!” Kyja blurted, cutting him off. 

Master Therapass blinked. 

“Marcus is in trouble.” Kyja jumped up from the table, knocking her chair 
across the floor. “We don’t have time to study. We need to help him.” 

“What are you suggesting?” the wizard asked. His face tensed, but she 
didn’t care. 

“T need to pull him over. Something’s wrong.” She put a hand to her chest. 
“T can feel it.” 

“Please sit down.” Master Therapass pointed to her chair. It jumped up and 
hurried back to the table beside her. But Kyja didn’t want to sit. She couldn’t. 
Fear and anger fueled a desperate energy that forced her to keep moving. 

“T understand your worry,” the wizard said as Kyja paced the room. “But 
there are things you don’t know. Things I probably should have told you before 
now. For one thing, Marcus is safe.” 

Kyja stopped pacing. “How can you know that?” 

Master Therapass coughed into his fists. “I told you that I sent Marcus to 
Earth. That you are from there as well. What I didn’t tell you was that just as 
there is a link between you and Marcus, there is a link between Earth and 
Farworld. I’ve known this for some time. 

“What kind of link?” Kyja asked. 

“T don’t understand it completely. No one on Farworld does. When I first 
sent Marcus to Earth, I sent him to a person I’d been in communication with for 
some time.” 

Was he talking about Elder Ephraim, the man who found Marcus? “How 
could you communicate with someone on Earth? I thought the only way that was 
possible was by opening a drift.” 

The wizard held up a hand. “Now is not the time. Suffice it to say that when 
the time is right, I will explain more to you. You know that Marcus is destined to 
save Farworld. But you’ve never asked about your destiny. About how you will 
save Earth.” 

Kyja was speechless. She licked her lips. A day ago, this conversation 
would have fascinated her. But now she was worried about Marcus. “What does 
any of this have to do with keeping him safe?” 

“There are places on Earth,” Master Therapass explained. “Places of safety 


created by others who also understand the link between our worlds. The 
monastery is not as it seems. Elder Ephraim was a great religious leader. But he 
was more than that. As long as Marcus stays within the monastery, the Dark 
Circle cannot reach him.” 

“But he isn’t there!” Kyja stamped her foot. “I would have seen him if he 
was. He must have left.” 

Master Therapass ran a finger across the aptura discerna, and the colors of 
the window swirled. “That is not possible. People are watching him, making sure 
he does not leave the grounds. I would have been alerted by one of them if he 
had.” 

Kyja ran her fingers through her long dark hair. “So we’re supposed to just 
wait? I’m sorry; I can’t do that. I know you don’t believe the note. But I do. It’s 
almost exactly the middle of the night. I can bring him over now. We can talk to 
him. See where he went.” 

“Tt is too great of a risk,” Master Therapass said. “I have been studying 
Marcus’s link to the shadow realm, and I fear it is an even greater threat to him 
that I had first thought. Believe that I am making progress. I’ve uncovered a way 
to keep him in Farworld longer than normal so he doesn’t have to pass through 
the shadow realm as often. But I need more time to find a way to protect him 
when he does pass through.” 

Kyja wanted to tell him that if he wanted to protect Marcus, the best way to 
do it was to bring him here. But she bit back the words, knowing what he’d say. 

The wizard smiled as though reading her thoughts. “If you care about him 
as much as you say you do, you will go back to bed while I think over what I’ve 
learned tonight. I will study the note. It may mean exactly what you think it 
does. If so, it will provide the solution we have been looking for. If not, we will 
avoid making what could be a terrible mistake. Tomorrow we can try the aptura 
discerna again.” 

It made sense. Kyja had known she was being rash. Maybe her feeling was 
wrong. She believed the wizard when he said the monastery was safe. Still... 

“All right,” she said. “Pll go back to my room.” 

The wizard studied her, clearly suspicious. “You give me your word that 
you will wait before doing anything?” 

Kyja nodded. “I give you my word.” 

Master Therapass nodded. “At times you must choose logic over feelings. 
Wisdom comes with experience.” 

“T know.” Kyja ran a hand longingly over the colored window, then walked 
to the door. “Good night.” 

“Good night,” the wizard said and went back to studying. 


As soon as they were in the hallway, Riph Raph landed on Kyja’s shoulder, 
and she walked quickly to the stairs. The guard there gave the skyte a suspicious 
frown and touched the hilt of his sword. 

“Tell me you aren’t going to do what I think you are,” Riph Raph said, 
digging his talons into Kyja’s arm. 

She set her jaw. “There are times to trust your feelings. Times when logic is 
a bunch of hogwash, no matter what experience and wisdom might say.” 

Riph Raph huffed. “You promised the wizard you’d wait.” 

“And I will.” Kyja broke into a run, and the skyte had to flap his wings to 
keep from falling off. “Right until I get to my room.” 


Chapter 9 


The Will Be 


Marcus was in the hall again. “This way!” the little boy called, running 
deeper into the corridor. “It’s more fun the farther you go.” 

Marcus followed the boy, noticing how the paintings he passed continued to 
go back in time. There was one of him studying in his quarters. Him in the 
desert. He jogged past a couple of doors and stopped at a painting of Kyja, Riph 
Raph, and himself riding the motorcycle. He ran his fingers across the image, 
realizing just how much he missed Kyja, and looked at the closed door beside it. 

“Tf I go in, Pll be... >?” 

“With the girl? ” The little boy giggled. “As long as you want.” 

“Back there, it ended,” Marcus said, remembering how everything had 
turned black inside the previous door. 

The guide shook his head. “Didn’t end,” he said, closing his eyes and trying 
to touch the tip of his nose with his finger. “Memory just went away when the 
other Marcus left. Have to stay with him if you want to stay in the memory.” 

That made sense. If this was his past, he couldn’t see things he hadn’t 
experienced. A thought occurred to him. “How far back can I go?” 

“How far do you want to go?” 


“Could I see my . . .” Marcus rubbed a hand across his mouth. “When I was 
a baby?” 

“Your parents?” The boy grinned as though he and Marcus had shared an 
especially good joke. 


Marcus had never known his mother or his father. Even his name wasn’t 
real. Elder Ephraim had given it to him when he was discovered as a baby. 
Marcus, after a famous bishop. And Kanenas because it was the Greek word for 
nobody. 

The boy held out his pint-sized fingers. “Pay me, and Pll show you.” 

Marcus gripped the coin, his hand trembling. This might be his only chance 
to discover who he really was. “If I go, I can come back?” 

The guide’s smile faltered ever so slightly. “Won’t want to.” 

He wasn’t sure he’d heard right. “Of course I would.” 

“Nope.” The boy shook his head. “People who live in the past never want to 
leave it. The past is safe. It’s known. You can visit only the good parts. Skip the 
bad.” 

For a moment, Marcus was tempted. If he stayed in the past, he could relive 


all the happiest experiences of his life. He could see his family. Maybe, even 
more importantly, the pressure of saving a world—something he was still 
struggling to even comprehend—would be removed from his shoulders. If I stay 
here, I can’t fail. 

“You can’t succeed either.” Kyja’s voice was so clear, Marcus looked 
around, sure she had to be somewhere nearby. 

But it was only in his head. Yet the voice was right. If he stayed here, there 
was no chance he and Kyja could open the drift. He would be dooming them and 
their worlds to destruction. He couldn’t do that. 

“Sorry, kid.” He tossed the coin, sending it rolling down the corridor. As the 
boy raced after it, Marcus turned and ran in the other direction. 

At the end of the hallway, he thought he’d smash face-first into the yellow 
wall. Instead he found himself back in the icy pit. His hands were so numb he 
could hardly feel the last two coins in his palm. He turned the top one over and 
read, “Will be.” 





Marcus floated in a swirling mist. Not the one from the pit. This was warm 
and slightly damp. He tried to wave it away, but his hands seemed as 
insubstantial as the fog around him. He looked at his arms and legs, realizing he 
could see right through them. Was he dead? A ghost? 

“T give you this one chance to go back,” a soft voice said. 

Marcus turned to see a man watching him. The face was lined, the blond 
hair thinning, but he recognized the boy from the Is and the Was. Like Marcus, 
he appeared to be little more than a spirit floating among clouds of dark smoke. 

“Why would I turn back?” Marcus asked. The Is had been a dead end, 
forcing him to leave the monks. The Was, no more than memories disguised as 
reality. But, assuming this swirling smoke was the Will Be, he might actually be 
able to learn something here—to get a glimpse of his future. 

The transparent guide frowned, his blue eyes stern in a way neither of his 
earlier selves had been—as if life had taught him things he would rather not 
know. “The future is a fickle thing, shifting and prone to change. But go any 
farther, and you lock it permanently in place.” 

“That’s not possible,” Marcus said. “If I don’t like what I see, PI do 
something different. I'll change the future.” He could feel his tongue and lips 
forming the words, his breath pushing them out of his mouth. But they were 
barely loud enough for him to hear. 

The guide stared at him wordlessly. 

Marcus squinted, trying to see through the fog. He could almost glimpse 
what was on the other side, but just as he started to focus, the images changed. 


He tried to chew on the tip of his thumb, but his teeth went right through it. 
Seeing even a small amount into the future might help him figure out a way out 
of his current mess. Besides, what was the worst that could happen? 

“Take me to the Will Be,” he said. 

The guide nodded. 

Marcus found himself in a familiar room—Master Therapass’s study. It 
looked even more disorganized than usual. Marcus reached out to pick up a 
fallen book and only when his hand moved through it did he realize he was still a 
ghost. 

“You are in a world yet to come,” the guide said. “Your presence is 
insubstantial.” 

“Where is everyone?” Marcus asked. 

The guide led him out of the room and down a hallway to a window. 
Marcus looked out and gasped. Terra ne Staric looked like it had been through a 
war. Huge chunks of the tower lay scattered on the ground. The outer wall was 
damaged almost everywhere, and the surrounding countryside was shredded, as 
if some giant dragon had raked its claws from one end to the other. 

“What happened here?” he whispered. 

The guide pressed his lips together. “The future.” 

Outside the western gate, a large group of people gathered around 
something that glittered in the sun. If Marcus could get down to them, maybe he 
could find out what had happened and come up with a way to prevent it. 

“What are they doing?” he asked. 

In a blink, he and his guide were inside the crowd. Most of the people were 
crying or had been recently. Marcus recognized some of them. 

“T can’t believe it,” sobbed Bella the cook, pressing a handkerchief to her 
mouth. 

A one-armed man with a scraggly gray beard put his arm around the cook’s 
shoulders. “I don’t understand how this could have happened.” 

Maybe this hadn’t been such a good idea after all. Something terrible had 
happened. He moved forward to see what they were all looking at and passed a 
pair of children pressing their faces into their mother’s dress. 

“Hush, my babies, hush,” the woman whispered, patting her children’s 
heads. But she was crying as hard as they were. It took Marcus a moment to 
recognize the mother as Char, the wife of Rhaidnan—the man who had given his 
life to save Marcus and Kyja from the zentan. 

Thinking of Kyja made Marcus realize he hadn’t seen her yet. “Where is 
she?” he tried to shout, but his voice barely made a peep. “Tell me Kyja’s all 
right.” 


The guide took his arm and pulled him through the crowd. Suddenly, 
Marcus didn’t want to see whatever it was the people were crying over. “No,” he 
tried to say, tearing at the guide’s hand. But the word wouldn’t come, and the 
man’s grip was too strong. 

They stood at the edge of an open hole. The leaders of the city surrounded a 
glittering glass box suspended above the hole. Master Therapass stood at the 
head of the group, looking older than Marcus had ever seen him. His eyes were 
dark red holes. 

Marcus didn’t want to look at the box, but he couldn’t help himself. His 
gaze traveled from the gold handles carved like leaves to the white satin blanket 
inside. To still, pale arms inside. Black hair braided with flowers around a girl’s 
head. And finally, the face that he knew so well. The lips that had kissed him 
what felt like yesterday. Her eyes were closed, but that didn’t stop him from 
remembering what they looked like. 

“No!” he screamed. “No. Take me back. I changed my mind.” 

The guide only looked at him. 

Kyja couldn’t be dead. She couldn’t. He wouldn’t let her be. He’d die 
himself before he let anything happen to her. He had to know how this had 
happened so he could stop whatever had done this to her. He had to stop it. 

“Show me,” he sobbed, tears burning his cheeks. 

Now they stood in a dark, foul-smelling dungeon, in front of a barred cell. 
Water dripped slowly from the ceiling in a steady pat, pat, pat. 

A man knelt before the cell. It was Breslek Broomhead, the new High Lord 
of Terra ne Staric. “Did you do it?” the High Lord asked, his hands gripping the 
iron bars of the prison cell. “Did you kill her?” 

A figure sat hunched in the back of the cell, head down, face lost in 
shadows. Marcus lunged toward the bars. He had to know who had done this. No 
matter what it took, he would see that this coward would never get anywhere 
near Kyja. 

As Marcus reached the cell, the figure whispered, “Yes.” He looked up and 
Marcus fell backward. 

“No,” he said, his mouth dry. It wasn’t possible. Of all the people who 
might harm Kyja this one couldn’t. 

“T did it,” the person in the back of the cell said. “I murdered her.” 

Marcus felt his mind snapping. The person who had killed Kyja—the one 
he had to stop—was himself. 

The coin dropped from his numb fingers and rang on the dungeon floor. 


Chapter 10 


The Time of Shadows 


Maybe you should think about this a little more,” Riph Raph said, hopping 
from the chair to Kyja’s bed and back again. “Master Therapass seemed pretty 
sure that bringing Marcus to Farworld was a bad idea.” 

“Master Therapass thinks everything’s a bad idea.” Kyja walked to the 
balcony and looked out at the night sky. Two of the three moons were visible— 
an almost completely full pink circle and a green fingernail. Should she wait to 
pull Marcus over? She definitely didn’t want to put him in danger. But what if he 
was already in danger, and she did nothing about it? 

She ran her fingers along the worn surface of the stone railing. Should she 
try to help Marcus but risk hurting him or leave him to something that might be 
even worse? There was no good choice. 

Riph Raph flapped over to the balcony. “What if you can’t find him?” 

Kyja chewed the inside of her cheeks. The first time she’d found Marcus, 
she wasn’t even sure he existed—or if he did, where he was. She’d never heard 
of Earth, but she’d found him then. “It wouldn’t hurt to look for him.” 

The skyte clucked. “Why do I think I’ Il regret agreeing to this?” 

“You’re not agreeing,” Kyja snapped. “You’re not doing anything.” 

Riph Raph cringed at her tone, making her feel worse than she already did. 
Things were happening on Farworld—none of them good. The strange weather 
patterns were drying up every body of water. Land and water magic had lost 
most of their potency. Cascade and Lanctrus-Darnoc hadn’t been seen or heard 
from in months. None of it spelled anything good, and yet, as far as she could 
see, no one was doing anything about it. They were waiting, studying, planning. 
It was enough to make her scream. 

“Keep an eye on the door,” she said, crossing to her bed. “I promise, if 
anything seems wrong, I’ Il stop.” 

“Tt doesn’t matter to me.” Riph Raph flicked his tail. “I’m not doing 
anything.” 

She’d soothe the skyte’s feelings later. Now it was time to act. It was either 
the middle of the night or slightly past. Kyja settled herself on the center of her 
bed, legs crossed. 

Closing her eyes, she let her mind wander. In the past, when she wanted to 
bring Marcus to Farworld, she’d reached for a golden rope. She didn’t know if 
the rope was real or imaginary, but it had always worked. Now, as she reached to 


find it, there was nothing. 

“Where are you?” she whispered. She pictured herself floating off the bed, 
through the balcony, and into the night, letting herself drift farther and farther 
away. She felt like a fisherman casting out her net for one certain fish. Only she 
had no idea where the fish was, so her net had to be extra big. 

Still nothing. 

Sweat rolled down her forehead as she reached into the dark void before 
her. Where was he? She’d never worked this hard to find Marcus before, never 
stretched so far. Little by little, she felt herself losing touch with the room she 
was sitting in. The sound of Riph Raph scratching anxiously at the stone floor 
disappeared, replaced by the smell of the outside air. The rough feel of the wool 
blankets against her fingers dissolved as if she was no longer in her room at all, 
but floating in space. 

“Marcus!” she called inside her head. “Where are you?” 

If I go, I can come back? 

The voice was so faint, she wasn’t sure she’d heard it at all. It might have 
been her own voice, questioning whether she was stretching too far in her 
search. 

Won’t want to, another voice said. 

“Marcus?” she murmured. 

A feeling came to her—one she was almost sure hadn’t come from herself. 
Someone was thinking . . . thinking . . . thinking what? The voice was so far 
away, so hard to make out. She pressed her hands to the sides of her head, trying 
to concentrate. 

The words came to her distantly, like the sound of an Earth radio. If I stay 
here, I can’t fail. 

“You can’t succeed either,” she said at once, not sure why she was saying it 
or who she was saying it to. 

“Who are you talking to?” Riph Raph’s words pulled her back to the room, 
and Kyja looked around. How long had she been sitting there? It felt like hours, 
but outside the balcony, the moons seemed to be in about the same positions as 
before. 

“T think Marcus is lost,” Kyja said. “Even he doesn’t know where he is. 
And I have the strongest feeling that if he doesn’t get back soon, he might never 
find his way out.” 

Riph Raph licked his beak and nodded. “Then go get him.” 


i I1 _ 


Marcus lay on the floor of the pit, beyond cold and exhausted. His mind 
ached in a way he’d never known it could—as if someone had reached into his 


head and torn his brain to pieces. Tears dripped down his face and froze to his 
cheeks. 

Let me freeze to death. Let me die here and now. It was better than the 
future he’d seen. 

“T won’t,” he whispered to himself. “I won’t let that happen.” 

Dully, he glanced at the last coin in his hand. It was blank. He turned it over 
with the tip of his thumb. The other side was blank too. Mist rolled over him— 
although he hadn’t heard the falls start up—and a figure in black stepped out of 
the fog and lifted him. He felt a blanket being wrapped around him. 

“Leave me,” he managed to get out between chattering teeth. 

“Shh,” the figure whispered. 

He felt himself being eased onto a soft bed, and he opened his eyes, 
expecting to see the boy again. Instead he found a woman watching him. At 
least, he thought it was a woman. She wore a long black robe, and her face was 
almost completely hidden behind a gauzy black veil. The only visible parts of 
her were her white hands and beautiful blue eyes. 

He was in a dark room with a shiny black floor glittering with specks of 
silver and gold. He rolled onto his side but saw no walls or ceiling. 

The woman leaned over him. “You didn’t choose to come here,” she said— 
her words a tickling breeze against his ear. 

He shook his head. 

“Yet here you are.” 

Marcus felt blood returning to his hands and feet in a painful rush. “Who 
are you?” 

“T thought you would have guessed.” It was impossible to read anything 
from the woman’s voice or eyes. “I am Time.” 

Marcus shook his head and coughed. His lungs burned. “I know. The Was. 
The Is. The Will Be. But when are you?” 

Instead of answering, the woman pointed a finger as white as death toward 
the mist they’d come through. “You can still choose any of them.” 

“The guide said I couldn’t change the future.” 

The woman nodded. “Your visit to the Will Be has set your path in stone.” 

Marcus clenched his eyes and buried his face in the pillow. “Put me back in 
the pit. Let me die.” 





Kyja closed her eyes and reached out again. She could sense Marcus now, 
feel the direction he was in. But it was so far away she wasn’t sure she could 
reach him without losing her grip on where she was. If only she could get him to 
come to her. 


“Marcus!” she shouted. “It’s me, Kyja.” 

No! No. Take me back. The words exploded inside her head so forcefully 
they seemed to rock her backward. I changed my mind. He sounded like he was 
sitting on the bed next to her, screaming into her ear. 

What would make Marcus scream like that? 

A tidal wave of dark emotions rushed over her. Fear. Terror. Self-loathing. 
She felt her stomach heave, and it was all she could do to keep from pulling 
away. What was happening to Marcus? Where was he? 

“Come to me!” she cried, holding out her hands. 





The woman rolled Marcus over, her fingers neither warm nor cold. “You 
choose not to return to the Is, the Was, or the Will Be?” 

“Yes,” Marcus groaned. “Leave me in the pit.” He couldn’t take any chance 
of hurting Kyja. 

“Time can only be frozen for so long,” the woman said, her voice showing 
no hint of emotion. “You cannot stay in the pit. But there is another way.” 

“Will it keep me from the future?” Marcus asked. The frozen moisture on 
his cheeks began to melt, and salty tears dripped to his lips. 

“Yes,” the veiled woman said. 

“How?” Marcus asked. “Whatever it is, I accept it.” 

“The Never Was.” The woman pointed to a swirling darkness Marcus 
hadn’t noticed. It looked as if the floor of the room itself was being sucked into a 
vast whirlpool. The longer he looked at it, the more the darkness pulled at him. 
He thought he could see worlds spinning in it. Worlds that had never been, 
choices not made, chances untaken. Mistakes erased. 

“The Void of Unbecoming,” the woman whispered. She held out her thin 
fingers. 

Marcus reached up and dropped the coin into her palm. 


Let me die. 

The words rang in Kyja’s ears. 

What was happening to Marcus? The feelings, so strong only a moment 
before, had dissolved into almost complete nothingness. 

She stretched her mind, desperately searching, reaching. She had no doubt 
that Marcus was in terrible danger. But she didn’t know how to help him. 

“Marcus!” she screamed again and again. “Where are you?” 

The only thing she felt was black despair. In all the time she’d known 
Marcus, he’d never given up; she didn’t think it was in him. They had both faced 
the possibility of death several times. But what she felt now was even worse than 


that. It was as if Marcus stood on the edge of a cliff to nowhere—a precipice that 
went on and on and on forever. 

Whatever it is, I accept it. His tone was one of failure. Of complete and 
total surrender. 

“T won’t let you give up!” she cried. Tears flooded her eyes and ran down 
her cheeks. Her brain seemed on fire. She couldn’t find the golden rope, but that 
didn’t matter. She wouldn’t let Marcus die. Releasing her hold on Farworld, she 
dove over the cliff into the darkness, wrapped her arms around something only 
she could feel, and pulled with all her might. 





As the coin slipped through Marcus’s fingers, a million images raced 
through his mind—everything he’d ever done, seen, or felt. Like bits of wood 
pulled into a whirlpool, the memories swirled into dark emptiness. 

The woman’s fingers reached out to accept his payment. 

Marcus felt himself swirl into the void along with his past, and a sense of 
relief came with it. He was falling, disappearing. But at least he wouldn’t ever— 

Something more powerful than he ever could have imagined reached into 
the darkness and snatched him out. 

For the first time, the blue eyes behind the veil showed an emotion: shock. 

Marcus felt a tug at his stomach. He seemed to turn inside out. Then he was 
lying on a cool, stone floor. He looked up to find Kyja staring down at him— 
face pale with fear and desperation. In that moment, he saw her face as he’d seen 
it inside the glass coffin. 

Marcus screamed. 


Interlude 


Pain 


Deep beneath the bowels of the Dark Circle’s fortress, the pain never 
stopped. It only changed in texture, flavor, color, intensity. Bonesplinter’s mind 
lasted much longer than he thought was possible, registering each new atrocity 
inflicted upon him with a sense of horror and wonder, always hoping that this 
would be the pain that killed him at last. Day by day, hour by unending hour, 
what little sanity remained was leeched away by the continual torment heaped 
upon him. Until it all ran together, so that he could no longer tell one pain from 
another and his brain shut off completely. 

It wasn’t that the pain stopped; his mind just quit recognizing it as such. 
Then, just as he had decided the torture would never end, it did. 

“Wake up.” 

It—no longer he, for he no longer remembered who he was—opened its 
eyes and stared down from a black stone pedestal. It was in a smoke-filled room 
so large the ceiling and far walls disappeared in the blackness. Standing below, 
dozens of black-cloaked wizards watched with mingled awe and terror. 

“How do you feel?” asked a papery voice. 

Something flashed in the darkest recesses of its brain—some vague and 
hazy memory. Had it once been like the creatures below? Frail and weak? Anger 
poured through it, as steady as the blood pulsing in its body. The creature spread 
its great red wings wide and screamed in fury. It lunged out at the figures below, 
and they fell back before its wrath. Thick links of hardened steel caught at its 
neck, jerking it backward. It strained against the chain, screaming, tearing, 
gouging the platform on which it stood. 

“Yessss.” Another cloaked figure stepped out of the smoke. “You are so 
lovely.” The figure held out a wrinkled hand and the Summoner lashed out, 
fangs gnashing. At the same moment, a force stronger than any chains jerked the 
Summoner around, slamming its jaws closed and flattening it to the pedestal. It 
tried to raise its head but couldn’t move. The wizard was human, like the others, 
but something was different. Power flowed through this one greater than all the 
others combined—as though he drew magic directly from a limitless source. The 
Summoner stopped struggling, recognizing its master. 

A dark chuckle floated from inside the black cowl and the master stooped to 
lay a limp shape on the ground. 

The Summoner sniffed at the shape. A thick snarl emerged from the back of 


its long throat, past the row of its double fangs. It was the corpse of a two- 
headed dog. A stench rose from the body, and the Summoner felt a tug in its gut. 
Dark power flowed through its veins, heating them until it thought its blood 
would boil. 

Power more terrible than anything it could imagine coiled like a snake 
beneath its scales. It spoke in a language only it understood, making the dead 
dog jerk. For a second—less than a second—a tiny voice inside the Summoner 
cried out in disgust and revulsion. But the voice was stamped out immediately. A 
single spark of terror crushed by an ocean of rage, and an unquenchable desire 
for violence. 

The Summoner spoke again, its tongue pronouncing garbled syllables no 
human mouth could produce. The dog lurched to its feet, dragging itself forward 
until it stood directly in front of the Summoner, waiting to be commanded. 

The Summoner unfurled its massive wings, stretched its fang-filled jaws, 
and howled. Below, the army of Thrathkin S’Bae raised their two-pronged staffs 
in salute. 

The master nodded his approval and, with a gesture, sent the undead dog 
stumbling out of the room. He turned to address the multitude, raised his arms, 
and shouted. “The boy is here!” 

The crowd roared, and the Summoner roared with them, its claws digging 
into the stone. Its red eyes blazed, and the smoke began to swirl. 

“He and the girl do not know it yet, but they have stepped directly into our 
trap.” The master pointed a gnarled gray finger, his gold ring flashing. “To the 
east are floods. To the west is drought. To the north, ice.” 

The dark wizards slammed their staffs on the ground. Blue fire jetted into 
the air, sparking off the walls and turning the smoke into a thundercloud of dark 
magic. 

The master lowered his arms, and the room grew quiet. “Terra ne Staric will 
soon be destroyed. Its people are weak from thirst. They are afraid. They will 
crumble before my army of golems.” He pointed across the room at the wizards. 
“You will hound the children night and day, forcing them deeper and deeper into 
my web.” 

“Yes!” the wizards cried. 

He turned to the Summoner. “And you, my pretty. You will fly north with a 
force of my most powerful servants to wait for them where they must end up. 
When they arrive. . .” He laughed his papery laugh again. “You will kill them 
and raise them up to serve me.” 

The master nodded silently to himself, and in a voice only he and the 
Summoner could hear whispered, “Then Farworld will be mine. And perhaps 


more, much more.” 


Part 2 
Air Keep 





Chapter 11 


Return 


For a moment Kyja didn’t know where she was. Her head spun, and her 
limbs seemed loose and wobbly. She felt as if she’d been flung far into space 
then yanked back, like one of those toys Earth kids played with—the ones that 
spun up and down on the end of a string. Bo-bos or no-nos or something. 

Someone screamed, and she jerked, nearly falling off the bed. 

“Good to see you too,” Riph Raph said to the boy trembling on the floor. 

“Marcus!” Kyja dove off the bed, wrapping her arms around him. “I 
thought you were...” She couldn’t say it. 

Marcus jerked in her arms. His teeth chattered. 

“You’re freezing.” Kyja tore a blanket from her bed and moved to wrap it 
around him, but Marcus pulled away from her. “What’s wrong?” A terrible 
thought occurred to her. What if Master Therapass was right? What if she had 
done this to him? “Was it the shadow realm?” she whispered, terrified to hear the 
answer. 

Marcus shook his head, and Kyja dropped to the edge of the bed, her legs 
weak with relief. 

A tall, long-haired man holding a slim, silvery stick stepped into the room. 
He took in Marcus and Kyja then rubbed his pointy chin. “You do know how to 
make an entrance.” 

“S-s-sc-Screech,” Marcus said, his body shaking uncontrollably. 

“He’s freezing,” Kyja said. “I don’t know what’s wrong with him.” 

“Let’s get him to Therapass,” said Graehl, the tall man who, until six 
months earlier, had been transformed into a trulloch named Screech. He placed 
the stick into his robe pocket and scooped Marcus into his arms. Kyja handed 
him the blanket. 

“How did he get here?” Graehl asked, taking the tower steps two at a time. 

“T brought him.” Kyja said it defiantly. She didn’t know what was wrong 
with Marcus, but if it hadn’t been caused by her pulling him from Earth, then 
she’d done the right thing. Clearly something terrible had happened to him 
wherever he’d been. 

“Maybe we should take him to the kitchen,” Riph Raph said. “You know, 
get him some nice, warm food. No need to wake the wizard twice in one night.” 

Graehl arched a questioning eyebrow. 

“I was trying to borrow his aptura discerna,’ Kyja explained quickly. “I 


wanted to check on Marcus. I had a feeling something was wrong. And I was 
right.” 

For the third time that night, they passed the guard Riph Raph had dive- 
bombed. He gave them all a wary look as they passed. At least he didn’t try to 
stop them. 

Marcus groaned, and Graehl pulled the blanket more tightly around him. 
“Master Therapass gave you permission to bring him here?” he asked Kyja. 

Kyja ducked her head stubbornly and didn’t respond. If the wizard was 
mad, so be it. She’d do it again if given the chance. 

“T think his exact words,” Riph Raph chirped, “were ‘wait before doing 
anything.’” 

“Ahh.” Graehl nodded. 

At least Master Therapass hadn’t gone to sleep again. As soon as they 
entered his study, the wizard looked up from his books and jumped to his feet. 
His gaze went from Marcus, shivering in Graehl’s arms, to Kyja—who tried to 
meet his dark eyes but failed miserably. 

The wizard clapped his hands, and a pile of blankets and rugs flapped 
across the room, forming a bed on the nearest table. “Stand back,” he ordered 
Kyja as Graehl set Marcus gently on the makeshift bed. 

Kyja moved back far enough to be out of the way, but close enough to see 
what was happening. She wanted to explain, but now wasn’t the time. 

The wizard placed a hand on Marcus’s forehead. “Ice cold.” He pointed at 
the shelves on one side of the room, speaking words Kyja didn’t understand. 
Beakers started pouring liquids into a wooden bowl, while boxes sprinkled 
powders and other ingredients into it. The teapot Kyja had successfully avoided 
earlier that night hopped across the table, and the bowl emptied its contents 
inside. 

By the time the teapot had returned to the wizard, thick, green smoke 
steamed from its spout. The smoke smelled like rotten fruit. “This may taste 
rather nasty,” the wizard said. “Unless you’ve developed a taste for gooey goblin 
slime, as I have, in which case, it will be a pleasant treat.” 

Master Therapass poured a small amount of the hot liquid into Marcus’s 
mouth. Based on the face Marcus made as the liquid touched his lips, Kyja 
didn’t think he considered it a pleasant treat. He coughed and choked a little, but 
stopped shivering almost immediately. 

Master Therapass looked up at Kyja, his old face stern. “Didn’t I warn you 
that bringing him through the realm of shadows could have disastrous results?” 

“Not the . . . realm of shadows,” Marcus said. He looked a little better. His 
cheeks had some color, and he appeared to be breathing easier. 


Master Therapass rubbed a hand across his face. “Eh?” 

“Tt wasn’t the shadows.” Marcus sat up a little, resting on one elbow. “I 
didn’t feel them at all. I was—” 

Marcus’s words were cut off abruptly as Master Therapass poured more 
liquid into Marcus’s mouth. The wizard had moved so quickly that Kyja hadn’t 
even seen him pick up the teapot. 

“Enough.” Marcus coughed, pushing the pot away from his mouth. “That 
tastes disgusting.” 

Master Therapass gave a puzzled glance at the pot and set it on the table 
again. “You were saying?” 

Marcus wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and hacked. “I said, I 
don’t think it was the realm of shadows. When Kyja pulled me over, I was—” 

Somehow the wizard had the teapot back in his hands with the spout placed 
firmly between Marcus’s lips. 

“Gah!” Marcus spat a mouthful of green goop on the floor and knocked the 
teapot away with his good hand. 

“Pm pretty sure he does not have a taste for gooey goblin slime,” Riph 
Raph said with a chuckle. 

Master Therapass frowned briefly at the skyte before gazing slowly around 
the room. “This is very odd.” He snapped his fingers, and the teapot blinked out 
of existence. “Tell me one more time exactly where you were and what you were 
doing when Kyja pulled you over.” 

Marcus coughed again, pounding his chest, then put a hand protectively 
over his mouth. “I was at the monastery when I found out that the boys’ school 
was coming to take me away.” 

“T knew it,” Kyja couldn’t help saying. So much for Master Therapass 
making sure Marcus didn’t leave the monastery. 

“Go on,” the wizard said, his thick gray eyebrows bunched low over his 
eyes. 

“T went back to my room, and some of my things were missing,” Marcus 
said, still covering his mouth as if he expected the wizard to try to force more 
goblin slime down his throat. “I found my things inside Elder Ephraim’s 
quarters. When I went in, I saw a—” 

Kyja was watching everything closely this time. She was sure no one had 
moved. But as soon as Marcus said, “I saw a,” the flying cookie tin was on the 
table next to him, and the molasses cookie Kyja had used to glue its top closed 
was shoved into his mouth. 

Riph Raph snorted as Marcus pulled the sticky brown substance, trying to 
pry it from his teeth. Even Kyja couldn’t help smiling a little. Something very 


strange was going on. 

Marcus was furious. He yanked the cookie out of his mouth, brown crumbs 
clinging to his lips and chin. “If you don’t want me to tell you what happened, 
just say so!” 

Master Therapass’s eyes darted around the room, and his lip pulled up in a 
snarl. “This is not my doing. Something—or someone—clearly does not want 
you to tell us where you have been.” He pointed to the door. “Graehl, check the 
hall.” 

The tall man hurried to the door and looked outside in both directions. 
“Nothing,” he said, blocking the doorway with his broad shoulders. 

The wizard turned to Kyja. “Tell me what you saw when you pulled him 
over.” 

Kyja gulped. “I didn’t exactly see anything. I felt something, though.” She 
tried hard to remember. “It was almost as if—” 

The room went dark, and her mouth was suddenly full. Something pulled 
tight across her eyes. She tugged at it with both hands and pulled off Master 
Therapass’s hat—which was what had been shoved over her head. 

Dozens of moist, round objects filled her mouth until her cheeks bulged. 
“Yuck!” she grimaced, spitting them into her hands. “Blueberries. I hate 
blueberries.” 

Now it was Marcus’s turn to hide a smile. 

“Tt could have been worse,” Riph Raph said. “It could have been beetles. 
I’m not fond of berries, but I hate to see good insects go to waste.” 

Kyja wiped her mouth with the sleeve of her robe. “This isn’t funny.” 

“No, it isn’t,” the wizard agreed. “I have dozens of protections placed in 
this room to warn me of outside magic. But it’s clear some sort of conjuring is at 
work here.” 

Graehl pulled a glittering dagger from his belt. “The Dark Circle?” 

“T think not,” the wizard said. “But until I know what has breached my 
security, I want the two of them watched over day and night.” He pointed a 
finger to the door. “There is a windowless room across the hall. Place both of 
them inside with a dozen guards outside the door. And I want two wizards in the 
room with them at all times.” 

Marcus met Kyja’s eyes, then looked quickly away. “I don’t want to be in 
the same room with her.” 


Chapter 12 


Who’s at the Door? 


Marcus lay on a bed in a dark room down the hall from where Kyja had 
been taken. Guards were posted outside, and two wizards—a man with spotted 
hands and a woman with extremely large ears—stood inside the room to either 
side of the door. Both held long staffs covered in complex runes. 

After six months of waiting to come to Farworld—of wanting so much to 
see Kyja, Master Therapass, and even Riph Raph—how could everything have 
gone so wrong so quickly now that he was here? 

He tried to convince himself everything would work out all right—that the 
future wasn’t set in stone, no matter what the guide had told him. But how could 
he take that chance? He couldn’t even imagine what Kyja must be thinking. The 
look she’d given him when he said that he didn’t want to be in the same room 
with her was worse than any physical pain he’d felt. And the most terrible part 
was that he couldn’t tell her why. 

Someone knocked on the door, and the two wizards tensed. Marcus looked 
up quickly as the door opened. It was only Master Therapass. The old wizard 
crossed the room and took a seat by Marcus’s bed. 

“How’s Kyja doing?” Marcus asked. 

Master Therapass pinched his lower lip, his eyes thoughtful. “Hurt. 
Confused. Are you angry at her for bringing you here?” 

“No!” Marcus said, his voice too loud. The woman with the big ears 
glanced in his direction. “No,” he repeated softly. “I’m not mad at her at all.” 

Master Therapass sat quietly, waiting. 

“T just think it might be better if we spent some time apart.” He couldn’t say 
any more than that. 

The wizard nodded thoughtfully. “The last two hundred days apart haven’t 
been enough?” 

Marcus squirmed. 

Master Therapass pulled a green trill stone from one of his sleeves. The 
game piece rolled out of his hand, up his arm, and around the back of his neck. 

Marcus admired the wizard’s easy use of magic. He’d worked on his magic 
for over a year, but he still couldn’t pull off anything that smooth. “I think Kyja 
might have saved my life,” Marcus said at last. “Maybe it’s better not to talk 
about it. I don’t think I can stand any more of that green stuff.” 

The truth was, getting a mouthful of goblin goop was only a small part of 


his worry. How could he tell Master Therapass—or anyone, for that matter—that 
the reason he was afraid to be alone with Kyja was because he was terrified he 
might kill her? He definitely couldn’t tell that to Kyja. Just the idea made him so 
ashamed, he wanted to bury himself under the nearest mountain and never come 
out. 

Kyja had saved him from what he was pretty sure was something even 
worse than death—having never been born at all. And by doing so, she had come 
one step closer to being killed, if the man in the Will Be and the woman in the 
Never Was were telling the truth. Marcus had no idea when it would happen or 
what—if anything—he could do to stop it. 

He could tell Master Therapass wanted to dig deeper, but the wizard only 
nodded. The trill stone rolled out from behind his neck again, but this time it was 
red. “You said the boys’ school was going to take you from the monastery?” 

“Yeah,” Marcus said. “They were coming this afternoon. I mean yesterday 
afternoon, I guess. I’m not even sure what day it is. Terrible Teagarden himself 
was on his way.” 

The trill stone jumped off the wizard’s shoulder as though making a break 
for it, and he snatched it out of the air. “That’s not possible. The monks would 
never have let you leave the monastery without contacting me first.” 

“Tt is, though,” Marcus insisted. “Father Shaun said so himself.” 

The wizard’s eyes narrowed. “There is no Father Shaun at the monastery.” 

Of course there was. Marcus had met him within days of arriving. But then 
he thought back to what the boy in the Was had been singing. Not a monk. Not a 
monk. The boy had also said Father Shaun was the one who took Marcus’s 
things. He opened his mouth to tell Master Therapass, before remembering what 
had happened every other time he tried to talk about the pit or the mirror. Maybe 
there was a way to approach the topic without mentioning the pit. 

“Do you think he could be a fake? Someone from the Dark Circle? And that 
was why he was trying to make me leave the monastery?” 

“T think we’re missing something,” Master Therapass said, steepling his 
fingers in front of his face. “I must consider this. Try to get some rest. We will 
speak more in the morning.” The wizard stood up. He seemed much older than 
he had six months before. He patted Marcus on the shoulder. “And think about 
talking to Kyja.” 

Marcus nodded. He knew he had to give Kyja some kind of explanation. 
The easiest thing would be to make up a story. But Kyja knew him so well it 
would be hard to hide the truth from her. And the idea of lying to his best friend 
made him almost as sick as the thought of telling her the truth. 

He closed his eyes and tried to put the pieces together. If Father Shaun 


wasn’t really a monk, who was he? The Dark Circle wanted Marcus to leave the 
monastery. But if that’s what they were trying to accomplish, why hide his 
things? 

Unless the reason for lying to him about the boys’ school wasn’t to get him 
to leave the grounds at all. What if the whole point was to force him to— 

“Marcus,” a voice called softly. 

Marcus opened his eyes and rolled over. He looked at the two wizards 
standing on either side of the door. Had one of them called him? 

“Marcus,” the voice called again. “Out here.” The voice was coming from 
the hallway. 

“Kyja2?” Marcus whispered back. What was she doing outside his door? She 
was supposed to be locked in her room. 

“Hurry up,” she called. 

Marcus sat up and rubbed his face. What did she want? The man and 
woman watching over him must have heard Kyja calling him, but they didn’t so 
much as blink an eye. He cleared his throat and looked at the wizards. “I, um, I 
think Kyja wants to talk to me. Do you mind if I open the door for just a 
second?” 

Neither of the wizards said a thing. They didn’t move or look in his 
direction. There was something strange about this whole situation. 

“Are you coming or not?” Kyja called. “I don’t have all day.” 

“Okay .. .” Marcus eased himself out of the bed. He balanced his weight on 
his good leg—which wasn’t feeling all that good—and, using the wall for 
support, hopped to the door. He kept waiting for his guards to stop him, but they 
both looked straight ahead as though they hadn’t noticed a thing. They might as 
well have been statues for as still as they were standing. Were they giving him 
their permission without actually saying so? 

“Stop messing around,” Kyja hissed. “This is important.” 

“Fine!” Marcus grabbed the door and pulled it open, feeling a little cranky. 
“What do you want?” 


Kyja balled her fists and slammed them against her thighs. “Did you hear 
what he said to me back there?” 

Riph Raph flipped his tail. “For the third time, yes.” 

“What did he mean, he didn’t want to be in the same room with me?” 

“Maybe the green stuff gave him dragon breath, and he was embarrassed to 
have you smell it?” 

Kyja paused for a moment before realizing the skyte was teasing. She 
ground her teeth. “You think this is funny? I should send you to stay with him so 


the two of you can be rude to each other.” 

Riph Raph clung to the bed’s headboard with his right claw and scratched 
himself with his left. “If you’re going to be this way all night, staying with him 
might not be such a bad idea. At least I could get some sleep.” 

“Ohhh,” Kyja growled. “It’s just .. . I don’t understand. Why is he mad at 
me? What did I do?” She knew the wizards standing at her door were listening, 
but she didn’t care. She thought she and Marcus were friends, maybe even more 
than that. All their time being apart, she’d assumed he’d missed her as much as 
she’d missed him. Now she wondered if that was true. Maybe he was glad to be 
away from her. Maybe he didn’t want to come back at all. 

“You could try asking him,” Riph Raph said, searching the room for any 
tasty bugs. 

Kyja thought about that. She did want to talk to Marcus. Tell him what 
she’d discovered about the air elementals. Find out what was happening on 
Earth, and what he’d been doing when she pulled him to Farworld. 

But what if he didn’t want to talk to her? What if— 

“Kyja,” a voice called from outside her room. “Are you in there?” 

She looked toward the door. “Marcus?” 

“Come out here, quickly. We need to talk.” It was definitely Marcus. But 
what was he doing out of his room? 

She looked at Riph Raph. The skyte flapped his ears. “He found some mints 
to cure his dragon breath?” 

He was no help. She got out of bed, wondering if the wizards at the door 
would try to stop her. Neither of them even looked at her as she approached. 

“Hurry up!” Marcus called. He sounded urgent. Was he in trouble? 

“Pm sorry. I have to leave,” Kyja said, determined to get past the guards 
whether they tried to stop her or not. But they didn’t move as she turned the 
knob, opened the door, and stepped into the hallway. 

Marcus was standing just down the hall. Before she could say a word, he 
looked at her and said, “What do you want?” 


Chapter 13 


No Time like the Present 


What do you mean, ‘What do I want’?” Kyja looked at Marcus with a 
confused expression. 

“You called me,” Marcus said. “What do you want?” 

Kyja blinked. “I didn’t call you. You called me.” 

Marcus shook his head. Was she playing some kind of game? “No, I didn’t. 
I was just sitting on my bed, thinking about . . . well, it doesn’t matter what I was 
thinking about, when you told me to come out into the hall. You said it was 
important. So what do you want?” 

“T did nothing of the kind,” Kyja said. “If you changed your mind and don’t 
want to talk to me, just say so.” 

“T didn’t say I didn’t want to talk to you,” Marcus said. “I mean I did— 
before. But not just now. You said you wanted to talk to me.” 

Kyja opened her mouth to argue, when Riph Raph flew out of her room. “I 
could listen to the two of you go on like this all night. In fact, it feels like I 
already have. But I think we may have bigger things to worry about.” 

Kyja whirled on the skyte. “What things?” 

Riph Raph flapped his wings until he was right above the nearest of the 
guards stationed in the hallway. The guard didn’t move as the skyte landed on 
his plumed helm and pecked at the metal visor. Twelve guards were posted in the 
hall, and all stood perfectly still. 

Clinging to the doorjamb to stay standing, Marcus moved to study the man 
nearest him—a short guard with a bushy mustache and a crooked nose. “Hello?” 

The man didn’t blink. He didn’t twitch. He wasn’t even breathing, as far as 
Marcus could tell. 

“What’s wrong with them?” Kyja asked, waving her hand in front of the 
eyes of the guard Riph Raph had landed on. 

“Tt’s like they’re frozen or something.” Marcus looked back at the wizards 
inside his room. They were frozen too. 

“Listen,” Kyja said. 

Marcus stood and listened. The only thing he could hear was the sound of 
his own breathing. “I don’t hear anything.” 

“That’s what I mean,” Kyja said. “It’s never this quiet in the tower.” 

“Tt’s night. Everyone’s probably asleep.” 

“Turnip Head’s been gone too long,” Riph Raph said. 


Marcus frowned. “What did you call me?” 

“Forget him,” Kyja said. “There’s always someone up doing something. 
People cooking, guards patrolling, dogs barking. It’s never this quiet.” 

Marcus glanced up at a chandelier and gaped. “Look,” he said, pointing to 
the flames. 

Kyja looked up and stared as well. “They aren’t flickering. It’s like the fire 
AS cits 

“Frozen,” Marcus finished, and an odd feeling tightened his stomach. What 
was it the woman in the Never Was said? Something about time being frozen. 
But this couldn’t have anything to do with that. “We need to tell Master 
Therapass,” he said. “This could have something to do with whatever was going 
on in his study.” 

Riph Raph squawked. “That might be the most intelligent thing I’ve ever 
heard him say. Not that he’s ever said anything really intelligent to compare it 
to.” 

Marcus rolled his eyes. “Quiet, birdbrain.” He limped toward Kyja, leaning 
against the wall. “You’ll need to help me walk.” On Farworld, his leg and arm 
weren’t quite as weak as they were on Earth. Somehow his health was tied to the 
health of Farworld. But even at the best of times, he couldn’t walk here without 
some kind of assistance. And tonight, he felt especially weak. 

“You can use your staff,” Kyja said. 

Marcus shook his head. “I can’t. I left it in . . .” But there it was, leaning 
against the wall. It couldn’t be here. The last time he’d seen it, it was with his 
wheelchair in Elder Ephraim’s room. He grabbed the stick and ran his hands 
over the polished surface. “This is impossible,” he muttered. But there was no 
question that this was his staff. 

“Something really weird is going on here,” he said, moving slowly down 
the corridor. 

Kyja walked by his side. “Usually the halls are drafty at night. But I don’t 
feel any breeze.” 

Marcus nodded. It was like everything but the three of them had somehow 
just stopped in time. He glanced at Kyja. “About what I said before. I didn’t... I 
mean, I wasn’t...” He wasn’t sure how to finish the sentence. 

“Are you mad at me?” Kyja asked softly. 

“No,” he said. “I just . . .?” What could he say? He couldn’t tell her the truth. 

“Tell her you had dragon breath,” Riph Raph whispered. 

“What?” Had he actually thought he’d missed the annoying skyte and his 
sarcastic comments? “Why did you leave me on Earth for so long?” he asked, 
hoping to change the subject. 


“T didn’t want to,” Kyja said. “Master Therapass said it was too dangerous 
to bring you back. He was trying to find a way to protect you from the realm of 
shadows.” 

Master Therapass had explained that when Marcus or Kyja jumped from 
their own worlds to the other’s, they weren’t completely in the world they 
jumped to. Part of them remained trapped in a gray area between Earth and 
Farworld, called the realm of shadows, which was why they couldn’t stay in the 
other world for more than a few days without getting sick. The wizard believed 
that one of Marcus’s parents was actually a creature of shadows, making it 
especially dangerous for him to jump. 

“But you did pull me over,” he said. 

Kyja brushed back a lock of hair. “I kind of disobeyed Master Therapass,” 
she said with a smile. Marcus had missed that smile. 

They passed two more guards and a girl carrying a pot of hot soup, frozen 
in mid-step. The steam rising from the soup was locked in a motionless cloud 
just above the pot. Marcus passed his hand through the cloud and felt moisture 
on his fingers. But except for the spot where he’d put his hand, none of the steam 
blew away. 

“When I looked for you in the aptura discerna, I saw your wheelchair and 
your things,” Kyja said. “But when I couldn’t find you, I panicked.” She looked 
over at him, the question of where he’d been clear in her eyes. 

Marcus leaned heavily on his staff. Based on how much his arm and leg 
ached, Farworld had to be in pretty bad shape. “I’m not sure where I was or what 
happened to me,” he said. Kyja had saved his life. He owed her as much of the 
truth as he could tell her without revealing what he’d seen in the Will Be. 

“There was this mirror, except it wasn’t really a mirror. And when I touched 
it...” He waited for something to stop him from speaking, hoping he wouldn’t 
have to go on. But it didn’t. 

Kyja watched him expectantly. 

“When I touched it, I got pulled somewhere else.” 

Kyja gasped. “Into the realm of shadows?” 

“I don’t know,” Marcus said. “But I don’t think so. There were no shadow 
creatures. Only a little boy who showed me a bunch of weird stuff.” Why was it 
that whatever had stopped him from telling Master Therapass about the mirror 
and the things he saw was letting him tell Kyja? 

They rounded a corner and reached the wizard’s study. Marcus had been 
secretly afraid that whatever had frozen the guards had frozen Master Therapass 
as well. He was relieved to see the wizard studying a large book. 

“Something’s wrong,” he said, limping through the door. “Everyone’s 


frozen and .. .” His words died away as the wizard continued to stare down at 
his book. 

“He’s frozen too,” Kyja whispered. 

Everything in the room was frozen as well. The cookie tin with wings hung 
in midair. The fire in the fireplace didn’t crackle or move, although it still felt 
hot. Marcus limped across the room as quickly as he could and touched the old 
man’s shoulder. He felt normal. Warm. Human. He definitely hadn’t been turned 
into a statue, and Marcus didn’t think he was dead. 

“What’s this?” Kyja knelt and reached toward a thin silvery line on the 
floor that started just inside the wizard’s door and led out into the hallway. 

“Careful,” Marcus said, unsure why he was warning her. “Don’t touch it.” 

Kyja pulled back her hand. “What’s wrong? It’s just some kind of paint, I 
think.” 

“Tm not sure,” Marcus said. He knelt beside Kyja and studied the silvery 
line. It didn’t look like paint to him. It looked more like . . . he couldn’t think of 
exactly what. Every time he tried to remember, he kept seeing the flower gardens 
outside the monastery. “Was this here when we came in? I didn’t notice it.” 

“Tt had to be,” Kyja said. “We just didn’t see it because we were focused on 
Master Therapass.” 

“T guess so.” Marcus looked at Kyja and she looked back. She had to be 
thinking the same thing. 

“Should we follow it?” she asked. 

“Definitely not,” Riph Raph, said, eyes wide. “In fact, let’s stay as far away 
from it as possible.” 

Marcus grinned at the skyte. “You can stay here if you want, lizard breath, 
but we’re going.” 


Chapter 14 


On the Trail 


This is why I don’t like Turnip Head,” Riph Raph said, hopping along the 
floor behind Marcus and Kyja as they followed the thin silvery trail down the 
hallway. “Before he comes, things are dull, just the way I like them—eating 
bugs, catching fish, reading books. Then he shows up, and suddenly everyone 
gets frozen.” 

Marcus laughed. “Was it really boring while I was gone?” 

Kyja felt her face grow warm. “Maybe a little.” She knew she should be 
frightened. Obviously, something strange was going on. But to tell the truth, it 
felt sort of like old times. She’d discovered that she liked adventure. “What 
about you?” she asked. “Were you bored?” 

“You have no idea.” Marcus rolled his eyes. “Imagine no TV. No Internet. 
No phones.” He suddenly realized what he’d just said and burst into laughter. 
“Okay. I guess you can imagine that. But it was so boring. Nothing to do. No 
place to go. No one to talk to.” 

Kyja grinned. She liked that he missed talking to her. 

Marcus stopped and turned around. “That’s weird.” 

“Hmm?” Kyja looked back at the line they’d been following and realized it 
was gone. She looked forward; the line was still there. 

“Tt’s disappearing as we follow it,” Marcus said. 

“Maybe we just brushed it off with our feet.” Kyja nudged the toe of her 
slipper cautiously across the line. It didn’t even blur. She rubbed harder. Still 
nothing. 

Riph Raph poked his beak between the two of them. “Who’s up for 
forgetting this whole thing and heading down to the kitchen for hot scones?” 

Kyja ignored him. “There has to be a reason we’re the only ones who don’t 
seem to be frozen. Someone wants us to follow the line.” 

“T agree,” Marcus said. “But who and to where?” 

Suddenly, Kyja remembered the letter she’d found on her bed. Could the 
same person be behind this? Quickly she told Marcus about what the note said. 
“T realized it was talking about shadows, and I thought maybe it was a clue about 
how to get you here safely.” 

“Of course,” Marcus said. “That totally makes sense.” 

“It does?” Kyja felt a satisfaction she hadn’t experienced in a long time. 
Not since she and Marcus had defeated the zentan at the top of the tower. 


“Master Therapass thought I was being too impulsive.” 

“Master Therapass would tell a glacier it was too impulsive. What was he 
going to do, wait another six months to bring me back?” 

Kyja giggled. “Probably.” 

Marcus leaned on his staff. “You know, I had kind of a message too, at the 
monastery. A bunch of my stuff was taken out of my room and spread down the 
hall. That’s how I found the mirror that took me to . . . the other place.” 

Kyja had a feeling Marcus was hiding something from her. “Do you think 
the same person who moved your things made this trail?” 

“I don’t see how,” Marcus said. “We’re the only ones who can cross 
between Earth and Farworld. Except for. . .” 

“The Dark Circle,” they said at the same time. Suddenly things didn’t seem 
quite so funny anymore. 

Kyja followed the line with her eyes to where it disappeared around the 
next bend in the hallway. With no guards or wizards to protect them, they would 
be on their own if the Thrathkin S’Bae had managed to find a way past the 
protections of the tower. Kyja had been practicing sword fighting and archery for 
months. But here she was without a weapon of any kind. 

“Do you want to go back?” Marcus asked. 

Riph Raph bobbed his head up and down so enthusiastically his ears 
flapped like wings. 

Kyja licked her lips. “No. But let’s be careful. I’1l watch behind us, and you 
watch ahead. And please tell me you’ve been practicing your magic.” 

“I have,” he said, his voice low. 

Together they followed the line as it led up one hallway and down another, 
always in the center of the corridor. Every time Kyja checked behind them, the 
line was gone, yet she never once saw it actually disappear. 

Her head was turned when Marcus stopped and pointed. “Look!” 

Kyja spun around, bracing for some kind of attack. 

Marcus pointed to where the line finally left the center of the hallway and 
turned into an open door. Kyja hadn’t been paying attention to which way they’d 
been walking, but now she recognized where they were. 

She looked back the way they’d come—the line was gone—and ahead. 
“This isn’t possible.” 

“What’s inside that door?” 

Riph Raph hopped up onto Kyja’s shoulder, tilted his head and said, 
“Someone has a twisted sense of humor.” 





Marcus looked from Kyja to Riph Raph. “What does he mean?” 


Kyja walked up to the doorway and pointed inside. “See for yourself.” 

Marcus’s leg was hurting and his back throbbed. All he wanted to do was 
rest somewhere, but even so, he tensed as he approached the door. The silver 
trail didn’t come back out, so whatever had made it must still be inside. 

Pressing his back against the wall, Marcus inched forward until he could 
see into the room. His jaw dropped, and he looked at Kyja, unable to believe 
what he was seeing. 

Kyja nodded. “We’re back where we started—it’s Master Therapass’s 
study.” 

Marcus stepped into the study and looked cautiously around. Everything 
looked exactly the same. The wizard hadn’t moved. The books and papers all 
appeared to be in the same places. The fire was still frozen in the fireplace. 

“This doesn’t make any sense,” Marcus said. “Who would want to lead us 
back to where we started?” 

Kyja tugged on a strand of hair. “Why is the more important question. 
Either someone wanted us out of the way, or they wanted to get us frustrated.” 

Riph Raph gave a wide, jaw-cracking yawn. “We could always sleep on it 
and see how things look in the morning. If time stays frozen, we won’t have to 
worry about waking up late.” 

Marcus found a large brown shell in the corner of the room and dropped 
onto it, stretching out his sore leg. He looked at the last bit of the silver trail that 
led in through the study door. Something about the way it glistened looked 
familiar. Why? Was it supposed to mean something to him? 

He closed his eyes and tried to concentrate. He was almost positive he’d 
seen something like the trail before. Only not quite as big. More like— 

The shell he was sitting on shifted. Marcus rolled off it with a yelp. 

“What’s wrong?” Kyja cried, rushing to his side. 

Marcus sat up and looked at the shell. It was moving. Almost too slowly to 
tell, but it was moving. It wasn’t just a shell. It was... “A snail!” he shouted. 
“That’s what made the silver line. It’s a snail trail.” 

Kyja walked around to the other side of the snail and squatted down. 
“You’re right,” she said. “I can see its head. I’ve never seen a snail so big 
before.” 

Riph Raph flew over and licked his beak. “Looks juicy.” 

“You’re not eating it.” Marcus left his staff lying on the ground where he’d 
dropped it and scooted along beside the snail. “Something doesn’t make sense. 
Look how slowly it’s moving. No way could it make that loop in one night. And 
if it was here earlier, someone would have noticed.” 

“Tt’s the only thing besides us that’s not frozen,” Kyja said. “Maybe it’s 


magic. It might be some kind of message.” She knocked on the snail’s thick 
brown shell. “Hello? Anybody in there?” 

Marcus couldn’t keep from laughing; Kyja scowled at him. “Laugh if you 
want to,” she said. “But there are much stranger things than talking snails in 
Farworld.” 

“T know.” He’d seen quite a few of them himself—a giant scorpion thing 
that could look like anything it wanted, a flying ice-dragon, farm animals that 
told jokes, and a creature that was half fox and half boar. From what he’d heard, 
that wasn’t even the smallest part of what was out there. He hiccupped and 
covered his mouth. “It’s just that when you were talking about snails, it made me 
think of . . .” He paused, an idea forming. 

“Made you think of what?” 

Marcus frowned and slowly looked around the room. He’d seen snails once 
before in Farworld. But it had to be a coincidence. The other snails were small 
and quite possibly even dead. Nothing like this beast at all. Only with so many 
weird things happening, it almost seemed to fit. 

“Look!” he shouted, pointing to a shelf a few feet above the snail. He 
reached out and picked up a tiny golden horn no bigger than his little finger. 

Kyja’s eyes went wide. “You think that belongs to... ?” 

Marcus nodded. “It makes as much sense as anything else that’s happened 
today.” He wet his lips, put the tiny horn to his mouth, and blew. It created a 
surprisingly loud rooo-oop. Before he could take the horn from his lips, the air in 
front of the fireplace went sort of hazy and a small man appeared lying on the 
rug before the frozen fire. 

The man, who was barely half as tall as Kyja, was dressed in a long black 
coat, purple velvet vest, and baggy green pants that barely came past his knees. 
A battered top hat covered his eyes. 

“Mr. Z?” Kyja said. 

At the sound of her voice, the man sat up. The top hat tumbled from his 
head and looked like it was going to hit the ground. But somehow, he managed 
to catch it with the toe of his boot and kick it into the air. With one hand, he 
grabbed the hat and slapped it onto his thin gray hair while the other hand caught 
a pair of silver spectacles that fell out of the hat. 

He rubbed his bulbous red nose, put on the glasses, and looked from 
Marcus to Kyja. 

“Um hum, um hmm,” he coughed, clearing his throat, and in a squeaky 
voice called, “Let the games begin!” 


Chapter 15 


An Unexpected Ride 


Well,” the little man demanded. “What are you waiting for?” He pulled an 
old shoe out of his coat pocket, tossed it to his snail, took out a half-eaten loaf of 
bread, stuck that back in his coat, and finally found a pocket watch that seemed 
far too big for his puny hands. “We don’t have all day.” He opened the watch and 
rubbed his nose. “Although technically, I suppose we do.” 

“Who’s the dwarf with the weird clothes?” asked Riph Raph. 

Mr. Z gave Riph Raph a scathing look. “One of the many reason I prefer 
snails to flying reptilians—they’re almost never rude. And when they are, it is 
always called for. And entertaining.” 

Kyja could only stare. The last time she’d seen Mr. Z, he’d sent them on 
quests to become land elementals. She was sure they’d never run into him again. 

“What are you doing here?” Marcus asked, clearly as flabbergasted as she 
was. 

“Until you blew that horn, I was sleeping.” 

“Did you do all this?” Kyja finally managed to ask. “The trail? Freezing 
everyone?” 

Mr. Z clucked and shook his head, threatening to knock off his top hat 
again. “Dear girl, do I look like I leave a trail of silvery, slimy, snaily goodness 
everywhere I go? Why, if I could do that, I would be a star, a celebrity, a... 
well, a snail. No, I’m afraid I only leave footprints. Just like the rest of us 
unfortunate enough not to be born gastropods.” 

Marcus shook his head like a man who’d taken one too many punches. “But 
you did freeze everyone.” 

“Freeze? No, lad. I didn’t freeze anyone.” He twiddled his fingers as if he 
were preparing to play the piano. “I simply slowed them down while speeding 
you up. I can speed them up again anytime you like. Observe.” 

Kyja waited for something to happen. When nothing appeared to have 
changed, she said, “Well?” 

Mr. Z beamed. “All in the wrists, you see. And a bit in the ankles.” He 
stuck out one of his stubby legs and examined it. “I ought to consider using the 
ankles a bit more. Who knows what might happen. Did you like it?” 

“Like what?” Marcus asked. 

The little man yanked the lapels of his coat. “You think you can do better? 
Go ahead and try. I’ve got all day.” He glanced at his pocket watch. “Or rather, 


I’ve got all night.” 

Marcus looked to Kyja, but she had no idea what Mr. Z was talking about 
either. “It’s not that I think I can do better,” Marcus said. “I just . . . I don’t know 
what you did.” 

Mr. Z’s lips drooped. “You missed the performance of a lifetime?” He 
turned to Kyja. “You saw it, didn’t you?” 

Kyja felt terrible about shaking her head. The man seemed so dejected. 
“Sorry.” 

“T see.” Mr. Z took a deep breath, tugged on the lapels of his coat, and 
seemed to pull himself together. “Never fear. What can be done once can be 
done twice.” He pointed at his eyes with two fingers and then at Master 
Therapass. “Watch closely. You don’t need glasses, do you? I’ve got spares.” 

Kyja shook her head. She watched Master Therapass, determined not to 
miss whatever was about to happen. 

“This is going to be so amazing,” Mr. Z said. He waggled his fingers. 

If she hadn’t been staring directly at Master Therapass, Kyja wouldn’t have 
noticed anything. The wizard’s hand twitched ever so slightly, his finger moving 
no more than an inch across the page. His chest also appeared to rise a little. 
Then he froze again. 

“Ahhhh.” Mr. Z grinned, rubbing his hands together with obvious glee. “To 
be completely honest, I wasn’t sure I could repeat my last performance. Or at 
least not so well. Perfection is impossible to match and surprisingly difficult to 
top. Or is that the other way around? In any event, I’m only glad I could share 
this moment of unsurpassed glory with you—two of my closest friends. And 
your... pet. But we really must be going now.” 

Kyja, who had forgotten how annoying Mr. Z could be, grimaced. “You 
didn’t do anything. His hand only moved a tiny bit.” 

Mr. Z seemed genuinely confused. “Well, of course. That was the point. Do 
you have any idea the degree of difficulty in moving time up only a fraction? 
What did you expect? An oafish parody of chronological manipulation? A 
remedial reign of ridiculosity? A . . . a . . .” He threw his hands up in despair, and 
everything started up again. 

Master Therapass turned the page of his book. Kyja looked for Mr. Z, but 
he and his snail were gone. From outside in the hallway came a cry of alarm, and 
then another. Horns sounded. The wizard looked up. “Kyja? Marcus? What are 
you doing out of your rooms?” The old wizard’s eyes went from Marcus to Kyja 
with growing distress. “Something has happened!” 

“T, [mean we...” Kyja gulped, unsure how to explain, especially since she 
wasn’t completely sure what had happened herself. 


A guard raced down the hallway—his armor clanking—and hurried into the 
room. “Master, outside—” 

Everything froze in place again. Mr. Z and his snail were back. “You see 
what happens,” he said sadly, “when one uses heavy-handed chronology 
correction?” 

Kyja tried to catch her breath. This was all completely confusing, almost as 
if Mr. Z was distracting them on purpose. 

Marcus stomped toward the fireplace. Even bent and leaning on his staff, he 
towered over the small man. “What I see is you doing a bunch of tricks and not 
telling us why you’re here. Are you the one who made me drink that goblin 
goo?” 

“Are you the person who left me the note?” Kyja asked. 

“Tt’s time to stop messing around and give us answers,” Marcus said. 

“Any more lizard jokes,” Riph Raph added from his perch high on a 
bookshelf, “and that snail of yours is going to be slug sautéed.” 

“T can see they were right when they said you would be difficult to work 
with.” Mr. Z patted the top of his hat. 

“Who said?” Kyja tried to ask. But something was wrong. She could barely 
move her lips. Her jaws felt like they were stuck in molasses, and when she tried 
to look at Marcus, her neck moved so slowly it would have taken fifteen minutes 
just to turn her head. 

“Tm afraid we’ll never get through this if you keep asking questions.” Mr. 
Z’s voice was much higher than its normal pitch, and his words came so quickly, 
it was hard to understand everything he said; it all seemed to run together. 

“T’ve taken the liberty of slowing you both down I will try to speak clearly 
enough that you can understand but I must say this is rather difficult for me and 
for you I would imagine I have an important message that happens to be 
somewhat time sensitive it is one I believe you will be quite interested to hear 
and I have gone to extreme measures to deliver it if you think you can listen 
without interrupting blink your eyes otherwise I will be forced to keep you in a 
state of diminished chronological capacity.” 

Marcus and Kyja both blinked. 

Mr. Z tugged at his ears. “—nopu etarobale rehtar ro nialpxe ot em wolla 
neht llew” He quickly pulled his ears. “Sorry about that. Wrong direction. As I 
was saying, allow to me explain, or rather elaborate upon, why I am here.” 

He tucked the watch into a pocket of his vest and pulled out a small silver 
scroll. “I, the undersigned, having been procured by the first party, hereafter 
referred to as Aerisians, as their agent, emissary, intermediary, mediator, and 
negotiator, do hereby—” 


“Wait,” Marcus interrupted. “Are we supposed to be making sense of any of 
this?” 

Kyja didn’t understand most of it either, but she did recognize one word 
thanks to her studies. “Aerisians. The air elementals?” 

“Indeed.” Mr. Z put away his scroll. “As it so happens, they are willing to 
meet with you, and they have sent me to bring you to them.” 

The air elementals! Was it really going to be this easy to find them? 
“When?” Kyja blurted. 

“Are we sure this is a good idea?” Riph Raph complained. 

“How?” Marcus asked. 

Mr. Z waved his hands over his head. “Why must you all speak when you 
should be listening? This is why I enjoy the presence of my spiral-shelled 
friends. Snails can go months without uttering a single word. And when they do 
speak, that single word may be so profound that they need say nothing more for 
another several months. Why, just last week, my good friend Helix looked me 
Straight in the eye and said, ‘Ubiquitous.’ Scintillating, is it not?” 

Kyja didn’t dare say a word. Partly because she was afraid the little man 
would freeze her again. And partly because she had no idea what either 
ubiquitous or scintillating meant. 

Marcus nodded half-heartedly. “Definitely, um, scintillating.” 

“Precisely,” Mr. Z scratched his head. “Now then, how was I? Where was I? 
Who was I?” 

“You were telling us about the air elementals?” Kyja suggested. 

“They prefer to be called Aerisians. They feel it’s more dignified. Which is 


rather amusing, considering . . .” He waved his hand and giggled. “But that’s 
really not my place. To answer your earlier questions. Now. Most definitely. And 
Drymaios.” 


Marcus looked at Kyja. She raised her hands palms up. “I don’t 
understand.” 

“T’m quite sure you do not,” Mr. Z said. “But you will. Until then, yes, it is 
a good idea. We must leave now, if not sooner. And we shall get there on . . .” He 
pointed to the snail that Marcus had sat on earlier, which was now busily eating 
the old shoe Mr. Z had thrown it. “Drymaios.” 


Chapter 16 


At the Speed of Snail 


Marcus couldn’t help bursting into laughter. They were traveling to the air 
elementals on a snail? This had to be another one of Mr. Z’s bizarre jokes. 

“We’ll need to get you packed,” Mr. Z said. “You’ll want warm clothing—it 
gets cold where we’re going—food and water for the trip, and perhaps some 
comfortable slippers and worthwhile reading material. I favor free-verse poetry. 
But to each his own.” 

Marcus waited for the punch line. “I don’t have any clothes except what 
I’m wearing. I left them all back on Earth.” 

Mr. Z squinted through his silver glasses, which Marcus was pretty sure 
didn’t have any lenses. “No time for that anyway.” He stepped into the fireplace, 
right through the flames, and a second later returned carrying the backpack 
Marcus had left in Elder Ephraim’s room and a bag for Kyja. 

“How did you do that?” Marcus asked. 

Kyja looked through her bag. “These are all from my room upstairs.” 

“Make haste,” Mr. Z said, ignoring their questions completely. He hurried 
into the hall, stepping around the guard, who was still frozen in mid-warning. 
“Come, come.” 

“Ts he serious?” Marcus asked Kyja. 

“Seems to be,” she said. 

It made absolutely no sense. The snail, which was not much taller than a 
large dog, hadn’t moved more than twelve inches at most since they came into 
the room. Even if the three of them could all somehow fit on the shell, it would 
take a week just to get out of the tower. 

“Not to be rude, but wouldn’t we get there quicker if we rode something a 
little . . . faster?” Marcus asked as he and Kyja followed Mr. Z out the study 
door. 

“Faster? ” Mr. Z took off his glasses and polished the space where lenses 
would normally be. “My boy, apparently you didn’t recognize that Drymaios 
here is a racing snail. Faster even than a jousting snail. If you’ve never ridden 
one, you are in for a treat. The thrill of pure speed, the wind blasting in your 
face, adrenaline pulsing through your veins as the countryside blurs past. Truly a 
once-in-a-lifetime experience.” 

“O-kay,” Marcus said, still extremely doubtful. 

“Maybe it really is fast,” Kyja whispered. “It managed to stay ahead of us 


when we were following its trail.” 

“Or maybe the doorstop in a hat is nutty in the noggin,” Riph Raph said. 
“T’m not riding any slimy snail.” 

“That might be for the best,” Mr. Z said. “I wouldn’t mind leaving you 
behind. You seem to be rather a nuisance.” 

Riph Raph hissed. 

“All right then, gather ’round,”’ Mr. Z said once they were all in the 
corridor. “There are a few rules to remember when riding a beast this powerful 
and fleet. First, no spitting, dribbling, or drooling. Nothing worse than getting a 
face full of high-speed saliva from your traveling companion. Second, keep your 
arms, feet, and hands upon your mount at all times. I once saw an unfortunate 
woman allow her foot to touch the ground while traveling at a speed which took 
one’s breath away.” 

“What happened?” Kyja asked, clasping her hands to her chest. 

“We had to go back for her shoe, of course,” Mr. Z grumbled. “Took me 
completely out of my way.” He took off his top hat, somehow managed to 
completely flatten it, and tucked it inside his long coat. “Shall we go>” 

Kyja glanced toward the study, and whispered to Marcus. “Are we sure 
leaving without telling anyone is a good idea? Maybe we should talk to Master 
Therapass first.” 

Marcus knew exactly how she felt. Mr. Z had always been more than a little 
strange. Could they even be sure he was taking them to the air elementals? He 
turned to the little man. “How do we know we can trust you?” 

“Funny you should ask,” Mr. Z said with a laugh. “Now then, let’s ride.” 

“That’s not an answer,” Kyja said. 

Mr. Z nodded sagely. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know it was an answer you were 
looking for. How about one of these? Red, forty-two, and the underside of a 
dribble fish’s dorsal fin.” 

Marcus rolled his eyes. Talking to Mr. Z was like trying to have a 
discussion with a three-year-old, except that occasionally a three-year-old made 
sense. 

“Ready to mount up?” Mr. Z asked, rolling the sleeves of his coat to his 
elbows. 

Kyja sighed. “Fine.” 

Marcus looked toward the snail, who was still nibbling on the shoe back in 
the study. “Shouldn’t he be out here?” 

“She,” Mr. Z hissed. “Never, under any circumstances, allow a racing snail 
to hear you call her by the wrong gender.” He folded his arms across his chest 
and shuddered. “They do not take it well.” 


“Sorry.” Marcus thought of asking how you could tell a female snail from a 
male one, and decided he didn’t really want to know. “So is she coming?” After 
everything Mr. Z had said, he found that he was actually kind of excited to see 
the snail move at more than a snail’s pace. 

“Stand back,” Mr. Z said. “You don’t want to step into the path of a racing 
snail. Not if you value your toes.” He put two fingers in his mouth and gave a 
shrill whistle. “Drymaios. To me!” 

Marcus and Kyja watched intently. But the snail kept eating the shoe. 

“Impressive,” Riph Raph said flatly. “I’ve got goose bumps.” 

Mr. Z brushed at the front of his vest and whispered, “They can be a bit 
temperamental.” He whistled again. “Come, Drymaios! We have places to go.” 

This time the snail at least looked up. Then she pulled her head back inside 
her shell. 

Kyja put her hand over her mouth, trying not to giggle. “I think she went to 
sleep.” 

“Poor beast is exhausted from all her travels,” Mr. Z said. Marcus thought it 
was a lot more likely the snail was just full of shoe. “Would you mind lending 
me a hand?” Mr. Z asked Kyja, taking her by the arm. 

“With what?” Kyja asked. 

Mr. Z led her to the snail and leaned down to grab one side of the shell. 
“When I say three, lift.” 

They were going to carry the great racing snail out of the room? Marcus 
snorted. 

“One, two, three.” Mr. Z heaved up his side of the snail. 

Kyja lifted hers, her arms straining. “Who knew snails were so heavy?” she 
said, as the two of them shuffled around the guard and toward the door. 

“Tt’s the foot muscle,” Mr. Z grunted. “All that running builds it up.” 

“I think the only muscle is in his head,’ Riph Raph said, and for once, 
Marcus agreed with the skyte. 

“There,” Mr. Z, said, once they were outside the study. Carefully, he and 
Kyja lowered the snail to the floor. He turned and closed the door. “No need to 
mess the place up with the speed of a fast takeoff.” 

Marcus looked at the snail, which still had her head hidden inside her shell. 
“So we’re going to ride her down the stairs?” 

“You would prefer to go out the window?” Mr. Z patted the shell. “You 
first, young man. Mind you don’t scratch her shell with your staff.” 

“There’s no saddle or anything,” Kyja said. 

“Saddle?” Mr. Z roared with laughter. “Oh, you are a gem. Why, if you tried 
to put a saddle on a racing snail, it would buck you off so quickly, your head 


would spin.” 

Marcus tried to imagine a bucking snail but couldn’t do it. “How do you 
steer?” 

“Do you think this is a wagon? Or a beast of burden?” the little man said, 
sounding offended. “Snails are some of the most intelligent of all animals. You 
don’t steer them. You ask them politely to take you where you want to go. Steer. 
Hah!” 

Feeling extremely uncomfortable with the idea, Marcus pulled on his pack, 
tucked his staff under one arm, and slid onto the shell. 

Kyja clamped her hands together in front of her chest. “What will Master 
Therapass say when he sees we’re gone?” 

“T would imagine something like, ‘Where did they go?’” Mr. Z giggled. 

“That’s not funny,” Marcus said. “Can’t you be serious for one minute?” 

The little man pressed his fingers to his temples as though his head ached. 
“If you do as I say and stop dillydallying, the wolf in wizard’s clothing will 
never know you’ve left.” He turned to Kyja and motioned her toward the snail. 
“Now you.” 

Kyja climbed onto the back of the snail—wrapping her arms around 
Marcus. “Don’t let us fall off,” she whispered. 

“How?” he asked. “There’s nothing to hang on to.” 

“This is nearly as bad as the time you almost killed us in that motor-thingy,” 
Riph Raph said. He hopped onto the shell behind Kyja, and clamped his beak 
onto the back of her robe. 

“Where are you going to sit?” Marcus asked. There was no more room on 
the shell. 

“T prefer an inside seat,” Mr. Z said. “The wind makes a mess of my hair, 
and I have to brush and comb it all day to get the tangles out.” 

“What inside seat?” Kyja asked. 

Mr. Z got down on his hands and knees, crawled around to the front of the 
shell and said, “Move over now. Don’t hog the entire shell to yourself, 
Drymaios.” Then he disappeared inside. 

Kyja leaned over, trying to get a better view. “I didn’t think you could climb 
inside a snail.” 

“T didn’t think you could ride one,” Marcus said. 

“Right then-en-en,” Mr. Z called, his voice muted and echoing. “Everyone 
hang on tight-ight-ight.” 

Marcus tried to find something to hold on to with his good hand. But the 
best he could do was place it flat on the shell. If this snail actually went fast, he, 
Kyja, and Riph Raph would fall right off. 


“Tm a little scared,” Kyja whispered. 

“Me too,” Marcus whispered back. What if they fell? What if that was how 
he killed Kyja? “Maybe we should rethink this,” he said. 

But it was too late. “Ready or not, here we go-go-go!” Mr. Z called from 
inside the snail. 

Kyja’s arms tightened around Marcus’s chest, and he could feel his heart 
pounding against her hands. He clamped his legs as tightly around the shell as he 
could and held his breath. 

Nothing happened. 

“Ts she still asleep?” Kyja asked. 

“T told you he was a whack job,” Riph Raph said. 

Marcus shrugged. “I don’t know. Keep holding on just in case.” 

Seconds passed, but still nothing happened. The snail didn’t move at all. 
Marcus’s arms and legs began to cramp. Right when he was about to suggest 
they get off, Mr. Z came tumbling out of the snail shell, his face flushed. 

“What happened?” Kyja said. “Why didn’t it go?” 

“What do you mean?” Mr. Z asked, wiping his forehead with a silk 
handkerchief. “We’re there.” 


Chapter 17 


Icehold 


Kyja slid off the back of the snail. “We didn’t go anywhere.” 

“Really?” Mr. Z looked around. He pulled off his glasses and replaced them 
with another pair he took from his pocket. “Are you sure?” 

“Of course we’re sure.” Marcus climbed off the snail and slammed the end 
of his staff on the floor. “What was the point of all that?” 

Mr. Z put a finger on the end of his nose and turned slowly around. “No. 
No, I’m quite positive we’re here.” 

“Get this off me,” Riph Raph squawked, tugging at a bright red knit cap 
with a pom-pom on the top that was tied under his chin. 

Kyja suddenly realized that she and Marcus were wearing heavy coats. 
“Where did these come from?” 

Mr. Z pointed to the door to Master Therapass’s study. “What’s through 
there?” 

Kyja threw her hands into the air. This was ridiculous. “That’s the door we 
just came out of.” She turned the knob, pushed, and . . . dropped through the 
opening, landing on her knees in a bank of snow. 

All at once, she was grateful for her coat. She was freezing, the air so 
bitterly cold it was hard to breathe. Snowflakes blew against her face, stinging 
her cheeks. A moment later, Marcus landed in the snow beside her. Then Riph 
Raph came flapping, flopping, and squawking. 

Kyja looked around. They were in a snow bank that was piled at least 
twelve feet high above an icy street she’d never seen before. She raised her head 
in time to see Mr. Z leap through a rectangular doorway that floated in the 
middle of the air, three or four feet above her head. Through the opening she 
could just make out the hall where they’d been. Then the door slammed closed, 
and the opening disappeared. 

Kyja got shakily to her feet. She handed Marcus his staff and helped him 
up. It was evening, and people were moving up and down the snow-crusted 
street—some walking, several on horses, and others in carts or wagons. A few 
wagons were pulled by horses as well, but most were propelled by invisible 
flows of air magic. 

The people were dressed in furs or heavy, boiled leather. Many of them 
wore armor and carried weapons. They had broader shoulders than she was used 
to, and fatter faces, with wide noses and thick jaws. Everyone appeared to be in a 


hurry, as though anxious to get out of the cold. Kyja couldn’t blame them; her 
cheeks were already beginning to ache, and her nose felt like an icicle. 

Some of the people glanced in Marcus and Kyja’s direction, but only in the 
way they might notice a stranger, not in the way they would gawk at a boy and 
girl who had just fallen out of the sky. 

“Where are we?” Marcus asked, brushing snow off his pants. 

“I have no idea,’ Kyja said. She cupped her hand to her face, trying to 
warm her nose. “I don’t think I’ve ever been anywhere this cold before, except 
maybe the Windlash Mountains.” 

“We are in Valdemeer,” Mr. Z said. “In the city of Icehold.” 

Riph Raph squawked. “Are you crazy?” 

Kyja shook her head. “That’s not possible. Valdemeer is two months’ travel 
at least. And that’s on a fast horse. It’s in the far northern borderlands.” 

“Valdemeer,” Marcus said. “Why does that name sound familiar?” 

Mr. Z tapped his fingers against his lips. 

“You said you were taking us to Air Keep,” Kyja said. 

Mr. Z nodded. “That I am, most definitely. But after a long day’s journey, 
even the most intrepid traveler needs food and rest.” 

Kyja opened her mouth to say she wasn’t hungry, and that they hadn’t 
traveled at all, before realizing that it had been the middle of the night when she 
pulled Marcus to Farworld. Now the sun was beginning to set. And she was 
tired. It was all she could do to keep her eyes open. Obviously they had gone 
somewhere, even if she couldn’t remember doing it. 

Marcus’s stomach rumbled, and he stifled a yawn. 

“The Seven-Fingered Lady down the street serves the most scrumptious 
roast Lentus Beast with a fungus sauce to make the tongue sing. I’ve arranged 
rooms for the night,” Mr. Z said, scampering down the snowbank as if it were a 
staircase. 

Marcus and Kyja tried to follow but ended up slipping and falling most of 
the way down. As they stomped their feet and tried to clear the snow and ice 
from their faces, Mr. Z pulled his top hat over his ears. “Dinner isn’t for another 
hour or so. Why don’t the two of you toddle about until then?” 

“Are you joking?” Riph Raph said, hopping from one foot to the other. “It’s 
freezing out here. I think my tongue is stuck to my beak.” 

It was cold; if it hadn’t been for their heavy coats, they’d probably have 
frostbite. And once the sun set all the way, it would get even colder. 

“You might want to think about heading that way,” the little man said, 
pointing toward a side street. “It could be . . . informative. And wear your 
scarves and hats. It’s nippy out here if you hadn’t noticed.” With that, he turned 


and headed off in the other direction. 

“Scarves?” Kyja reached into her coat pocket and found a long woolen 
scarf and a knit hat—both the same blinding red as Riph Raph’s hat. 

“T think he’s trying to make us look like strawberries,” Marcus said. But he 
still put on the hat, scarf, and a pair of bright red mittens he found in the other 
coat pocket. 

Kyja did the same as they started down the street Mr. Z had suggested. 
They passed a shop that sold singing candies, a row of stands selling self- 
pounding nails, horseshoes that made your horse run faster, and a variety of 
other magical items, and not surprisingly a large number of places selling coats, 
hats, and various warming devices. 

“Do you think we really traveled?” Kyja asked, her breath steaming in front 
of her eyes. “I mean all day?” 

“Tt feels like we’ve been doing something. My back and legs are screaming. 
And if I don’t eat something soon, I’m going to gnaw my own fingers off.” 

Until Marcus mentioned it, Kyja hadn’t realized that she was stiff as well. 
Her rear felt like she’d been . . . like she’d been sitting on a hard snail shell for 
hours. 

Marcus yawned again. “What I don’t understand is how there can be a 
drought in Terra ne Staric while it’s blizzarding here.” 

“Something’s gone completely wrong with the weather,” Kyja agreed. 

Riph Raph blew out a line of blue flames, trying to warm his feet. 
“Something’s going to go wrong with me if I don’t get out of this cold. Skytes 
are not made for snow. I’m going to find someplace warm.” He flew off into the 
snow-filled sky, pom-pom bouncing back and forth on either side of his head. 

After exploring for several minutes, Kyja and Marcus reached the edge of 
the city, where a winding wooden staircase zigzagged up the side of a stone wall. 

“Whoa!” Marcus said, looking up. “It’s huge!” 

Kyja craned her neck to see the top, but the staircase was lost in the 
swirling white flakes. The biggest city wall she’d ever seen was in Terra ne 
Staric, but this was at least three times taller. And while Terra ne Staric’s walls 
were mostly made of wood, this was built from squares of stone so large she 
couldn’t imagine where they’d all been found. 

“Shouldn’t the two of ye be getting indoors?” asked a mountain of a man 
with a beard that hid everything but his bright eyes and white teeth. He was so 
covered in furs that he looked almost like a bear, but a well-armed one, with 
swords on both hips and a round shield strapped to his back. 

“We were just admiring your wall,” Kyja said. 

“Mined straight from the Altarian Mountains. Even the most powerful of 


magic cannot so much as put a scratch in them.” The man had an odd accent 
Kyja wasn’t familiar with. He eyed the two of them. “Ye be not from around 
here. Were ye hoping to scry the view?” 

“Scry?” Kyja frowned. She’d heard the word before but usually it meant 
looking into a crystal ball or some other magical item. 

“Aye.” The man scratched at his beard. “It’s terrible weather for looking 
about. But then again, when every day brings another storm, ye begin to think 
mayhap it not be so bad after all. Perhaps this is fair weather.” 

He laughed uproariously at his own joke and looked a little disappointed 
when neither Marcus nor Kyja laughed along with him. “If it’s scrying ye want, 
it be best to get up the wall now, ’fore the sun goes down.” 

Marcus studied the icy staircase going up the side of the wall and shook his 
head. “I can’t make it up that. Too bad you don’t have elevators here.” 

Now it was the man’s turn to frown. “Never have I heard of an eely-vaytor. 
But fear not, young master. Scry ye will.” He took Kyja’s hand and led her to the 
first stair, then helped Marcus up. As soon as they were all on the staircase, the 
steps began to move, rising slowly up the wall. 

Kyja laughed with delight. “It’s like those moving things you have on 
Earth.” 

“Escalators,” Marcus agreed. “Never thought I’d see one on Farworld, 
though.” 

The man seemed to enjoy their delight. “’Tis far too difficult to get a man in 
full armor to the top of the wall otherwise. In case of attack.” He held out his 
hand. “Freeman Arstel.” 

Marcus and Kyja each shook his hand. His fingers were thick and 
calloused. 

“Do you get attacked much?” Marcus asked. 

“Does a friddersnap sheer ferns?” The man chuckled. 

Kyja assumed that meant yes. 

“Ye be on the edge of the civilized world,” the man said. “Beyond this 
fortress roam creatures both wee and great. Some be tame. But most be fearsome 
wicked.” He scratched his beard. “’Course, some of them be more fierce in 
men’s stories than in real life. Why, just the day ’fore last, a group of soldiers 
returned from patrol, telling of a beast so fearful even I couldn’t stomach it.” 

Marcus and Kyja clung to the wooden rail that moved along with the stairs. 
The higher they climbed, the harder the wind blew, and the stairs wobbled and 
creaked. “Is that what you are? A soldier?” she asked. 

The man roared with laughter. “Girly,” he said, patting his long sword. “In 
Icehold, everyone be a soldier. Even ones as wee as ye and yer friend here.” 


“What kind of creature?” Marcus asked. 

“Eh?” 

“What kind of creature did the soldiers say they saw?” 

“What kind of creature, indeed.” The man held out his arms and bared his 
teeth. “They say it was a beast red as blood, with wings long as an inn and teeth 
as large as a man. Tall as a dozen houses. Spouting all manner of fire and 
magic.” 

Marcus’s face went white, and Kyja felt her stomach roll over. “Did they 
say anything about an army of walking dead?” 

The man laughed. “Ye have heard the story already. Why didn’t ye be 
saying so?” 

A Summoner and its army of Fallen Ones. Kyja and Marcus had seen a 
Summoner before. It had nearly killed Master Therapass and would have killed 
them if it hadn’t been for the help of the water elementals. But what was it doing 
all the way out here? 

The Dark Circle, Marcus mouthed silently. Kyja nodded. It was the only 
thing that made sense. The Dark Circle knew they were looking for the air and 
fire elementals. It must be hunting them as well. 

At last, the stairs came to a shuddering halt. “Here ye be,” the man said. 
“Look ye upon the edge of the world.” 

Kyja stepped onto the top of the wall and gasped. It was . . . incredible. The 
air was so clear that even with the icy wind and falling snow, it seemed like she 
could see forever. To the right was a forest of trees so big they made the 
Westland Woods look like saplings. They were probably at least a day’s walk 
away from the forest, but even from this distance, she thought the trunks had to 
be as wide as ten men standing hand to hand. 

“The Forest of Before Time,” the man said. “’Tis rumored those trees were 
full grown long ’afore man set foot on this land.” 

To the left, the mountains rose straight out of the ground, soaring so high 
they made her dizzy. Snow covered their sides, even though it was still summer, 
and mist cloaked their peaks. 

“Are those the Altarian Mountains?” Marcus asked. 

“Aye. ’Tis whispered that fanciful creatures with a devilish sense of humor 
live in the clouds,” the man said. “Don’t see how anyone can be knowing that, 
though, as no one’s ever climbed to the top.” 

“They’re beautiful,” Kyja said. 

“Aye, but ye haven’t seen it all.” The man placed his palm on a small stone 
pillar, and Marcus sucked in his breath. 

“How did you do that?” Marcus asked. “It’s like I can see every detail, 


down to the smallest blade of grass.” 

“Water magic,” the man said. “Lets us see the badduns afore they can see 
us, if you catch my meaning.” 

Magic again. Kyja looked down and scuffed her slippers across the stone 
surface of the wall. She should have expected it. 

Marcus glanced over at her, his eyes glowing. “Isn’t it—” He stopped. “You 
can’t see it, can you?” 

She shook her head, trying not to let her disappointment show. 

“What’s this?” Beneath his beard, the man’s lips drew down. “How can ye 
no see it?” 

“She’s immune to magic,” Marcus said. “It doesn’t work on her.” 

The man looked at Kyja like he’d discovered she was about to die. “Ye can 
do no magic at all? Not even a wee little thing like scrying??” 

Kyja shook her head again. What she could make out was a beautiful view 
anyway, and she was glad she’d come up to see it. But the night had lost 
something, and she was ready to get warm. 

“Let’s go,” Marcus said, taking her hand. 

“Aye.” The man reached toward the pillar to undo the water magic, but 
Marcus stopped him. 

“Wait,” he said, pointing. “What’s that? Right by the spot where the trees 
are smaller than the rest. There’s a bunch of rocks—like there used to be some 
kind of buildings.” 

The man’s face darkened. His eyes studied the deepening twilight. “’Tis all 
that remains of one of the greatest cities ever built. A fortress stronger even than 
Icehold.” 

“What happened to it?” Marcus asked. 

“Pll nay speak of Windshold,” the man said. Whatever friendliness he’d 
shown before was gone. He turned to the stairs. “’Tis late. Ye wee ones should 
be indoors.” 

Kyja saw Marcus’s face go white at the name of the city. “Windshold? Isn’t 
that... ?” 

Marcus swallowed and nodded. “It’s where . . . I was born.” 

The soldier who had been walking toward the stairs spun around—his face 
red. “Nay! Ye be mistaken.” 

“Tm not mistaken,” Marcus said, so softly his voice could barely be heard 
above the wind. “I was born in Windshold. But I was too little too remember.” 

“T tell ye, that no be possible,” the man growled. His huge hands were 
closed into fists, and Kyja realized the man was shaking with anger. “Just over 
fifteen seasons ago, that great city was destroyed by a horde of creatures so foul 


they overwhelmed the city in minutes. We heard the alarm and tried to come to 
their aid. But by the time we reached them, every man, woman and wee babe 
was dead.” 

Tears dripped down the big man’s face, freezing to his ruddy cheeks. He 
reached inside his coat, tore out a bronze medallion, and shoved it in Marcus’s 
face. “See this?” he shouted. “’Tis the flying weasel! My brother, Gralik, 
considered it his good-luck charm. It wasn’t lucky for him. I pulled it off his 
dead body.” 

He swiped at his eyes and shoved the medallion back into his shirt. “Now 
ya understand why I say ye can no be from Windshold.” 


Chapter 18 


Fire and Ice 


Marcus knocked softly on Kyja’s door. “Are you awake?” He waited for a 
moment before deciding she must be asleep. As he was turning away, a soft 
voice said, “Come in.” 

He opened the door and found Kyja lying on her bed, one arm thrown over 
her eyes. She was still completely dressed. “Can’t sleep?” he asked. 

She shook her head. 

“Me neither.” 

Riph Raph had no such problem. The skyte was snoring like a diesel 
engine, muttering something about tasty beetles in his sleep. 

“T’m sorry about what that man told you,” Kyja said. “About your city.” 

Marcus sat on a stool by the small fireplace, the flames warming his back. 
“It’s not anything I didn’t know. Only . . . remember when you came to Earth for 
the first time and wanted to look for your parents?” 

“In Salt Pond.” 

“Salt Lake.” Marcus laughed. “That’s how I feel now. My parents could be 
nearby. Only . . .” He couldn’t bring himself to say it. If Windshold was 
completely destroyed, his family must be dead. 

“We don’t know that your parents were in the city when it happened,” Kyja 
said. “Not for sure.” 

“Maybe.” 

Master Therapass had said one of his parents was from the realm of 
shadows. Marcus didn’t know what to think, except that maybe it meant one of 
his parents could still be alive. “About the scrying,” he said. “If that’s what’s 
bothering you, don’t worry. The view wasn’t that impressive anyway. Next time 
we go to Earth, Pll show you something called a telescope. It blows scrying 
away.” 

Kyja sighed. “It’s not that. It’s just . . .” she shook her head and pushed 
herself to a half-sitting position, resting on her elbows. “While I was waiting for 
you to come back from Earth, I imagined things differently.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I hoped if I could figure out where the air elementals were then you’d 
come back, and we’d set off for Air Keep—maybe with Cascade and Lanctrus- 
Darnoc. It would be like when we went looking for Water Keep.” 

“You mean when I almost got us killed by the Mimicker, and we nearly 


died in the desert, and you were frozen in a block of ice, and—” 

“All right, all right.” Kyja giggled. “So maybe it wasn’t perfect. But we 
were working together. Figuring things out.” 

“Ts this about what I said before?” Marcus asked, his mouth feeling 
suddenly dry. “About being apart from you?” 

“A little,” Kyja said, sitting all the way up. “It bothers me that you don’t 
trust me enough to tell me whatever you’re hiding.” 

Marcus gritted his teeth, torn between desperately wanting to tell Kyja the 
truth and being terrified of what she’d think if he did. He ran his fingers through 
the top of his hair, which had gotten way too long. “I do trust you,” he said. 
“More than anyone I know.” 

“T wouldn’t keep a secret from you,” Kyja said. “But it’s more than your 
secret. Did you know Master Therapass has been communicating with people on 
Earth?” 

“Not until yesterday.” 

“T didn’t either,” Kyja said. “Because he didn’t tell us. I think there’s a lot 
more he hasn’t told us—like how I’m supposed to save Earth, what’s supposed 
to happen once we open the drift, what he knows about the shadow realm that 
makes it so dangerous.” 

“What are you saying? You don’t trust him?” 

Kyja shook her head so violently her hair flew back and forth. “I’m saying 
he doesn’t trust us. No one seems to trust anyone. The water elementals don’t 
trust the land elementals. The land elementals don’t trust the air elementals. And 
what about Mr. Z? Why does he always talk in riddles? Why send him to us at 
all? If the air elementals wanted to talk to us, why didn’t they come 
themselves?” Outside the window, the wind blew, and snowflakes danced like 
someone peeking into the room. 

Kyja pulled a blanket around her shoulders. “The Dark Circle is more 
powerful than we are. They have bigger armies and stronger magic. They always 
seem to know where we are—they found us here and on Earth—while we have 
no idea what they’re doing.” 

Marcus wanted to disagree, but she was right. 

Kyja pounded a fist on her pillow, and Riph Raph grunted in his sleep. 
“How can we beat them if we don’t work together?” 

And there it was. She was speaking the truth. She wouldn’t keep a secret 
from him. If he told her what he’d seen in the Will Be, she might run away from 
him in terror. He guessed he could live with that, somehow, some way, knowing 
he deserved it. But what if telling someone locked the future in place? By 
keeping it a secret, there was a chance it would never happen. The minute he 


told someone, though... 

He closed his eyes. “If you want me to tell you, I will.” 

Kyja gave him a small smile. “Not until you’re ready. I have to trust you 
too. To tell me. When the time is right.” 

“Okay,” Marcus said. “That seems fair. I hadn’t thought about Mr. Z, 
though. Why did the air elementals send him?” 

“T’ve been thinking about that.” Kyja turned to hang her legs off the side of 
the bed. “From what I’ve been able to learn, air elementals are curious and 
capricious.” The wind swirled outside again. 

“What does capricious mean?” Marcus asked. “It sounds like a word Mr. Z 
would use.” 

“Don’t worry,” Kyja said. “I had to look it up too. It means they’re 
unpredictable. They have lots of mood swings.” 

“Sounds like Riph Raph,” Marcus joked. 

The skyte stopped snoring long enough to crack one eye open. “Don’t think 
I didn’t hear that.” 

Kyja laughed. “Anyway, I was thinking—what if they’re testing us?” 

“Trying to see what we’ll do if Mr. Z keeps messing with us?” 

“Something like that,” Kyja said. 

Marcus nodded. He could see that. “Do we let him know we’re onto them?” 

“T don’t think so. We should watch him closely though, to see if we can 
figure out what exactly he’s up to.” 

Outside, a bell began to clang. A moment later, a second one joined it. 

Marcus went to the window, where he saw a bright glow in the distance. “I 
think something’s burning.” 

Kyja jumped off the bed to look. At the same time, an explosion outside 
rattled the window, making the night even brighter. 

Riph Raph woke up and blinked owlishly. “I smell smoke.” 

“Come on,” Kyja said, “Let’s see what’s happening.” 

She ran to the door of the inn. Marcus hurried after her as quickly as he 
could. Outside, people were running and shouting. All of them seemed to be 
carrying weapons of one kind or another. Two boys raced by armed with bows 
and arrows, and a giant of a man loped down the street swinging a heavy mace 
in each hand. 

The air was filled with a dark, gritty smoke, and ashes covered the snowy 
ground. New fires seemed to be igniting everywhere she looked. Bells continued 
to clang in the night. Marcus heard the crashes and screams of battle, but he 
couldn’t tell where they were coming from. Should he and Kyja go back inside? 
He looked for Mr. Z, but the little man was nowhere to be found. 


“What’s going on?” Kyja asked, grabbing a woman by the sleeve of her 
coat. 

“Attack!” the woman yelled before running down the street, a spear 
clutched in one gloved hand and a round wooden shield in the other. 

Just behind them, the ground exploded, and Marcus spun around to see a 
cloud of dirt and ice billowing. A figure shuffled out of the snow. Marcus froze, 
shocked by the sudden appearance of the bony creature clad in bits of hanging 
flesh and torn clothing. 

The Fallen Ones. If they were here, that meant a Summoner was here too. 

The skeleton lunged toward Marcus and Kyja, a silver-handled short sword 
clutched in its bony fingers. Riph Raph dropped out of the sky, firing one blue 
fireball after another. The flames climbed the skeleton’s ragged clothes, making 
it drop the sword. Kyja darted forward and grabbed it. 

Marcus had forgotten how good Kyja was with a sword. She swung the 
blade with a quick, practiced swing, and the creature’s burning arm dropped to 
the ground with a hiss. She spun around, reversing her swing, and its head went 
flying off as well. 

“Behind you!” Riph Raph shouted. He blew a pair of bright blue fireballs at 
another undead figure lurching around the corner. The creature stumbled to one 
side of the road, its clothing and bones on fire. Three more were right behind. 
Two held swords, and another clutched a spiked mace in its bony fingers. 

“Help me!” Kyja screamed, slashing at the first skeleton. 

Marcus’s mind was a blank. He needed to do something, but he couldn’t 
think what. Every spell he’d studied had disappeared from his head. 

The undead creature was taller than Kyja, its reach longer. Their blades met 
with a clang of steel. It brought its weapon, a curved sword with a jagged edge, 
down at Kyja. But she was quicker. She stepped inside the swing and stabbed the 
skeleton in the chest. 

“Help her,” Riph Raph shouted. He dove at the creatures, shooting fire, but 
it wasn’t enough. The second creature raised its mace. The spiked metal ball 
came down at Kyja. 

Marcus finally reacted. He cast the first thing that came into his head—a 
simple land magic spell to block the mace. But his land magic was weak, and the 
weapon missed Kyja by bare inches. 

That could’ve hit her. I could’ve gotten her killed. 

The thought finally broke Marcus out of his daze. He stretched out his hand 
and called on the power of air. A flock of birds swooped from the branches of a 
bare tree as a funnel of ice and snow began to spin and swirl in the air in front of 
Marcus. 


Kyja chopped the legs out from under the creature, and it fell to the ground, 
still trying to reach her with its sword. The other two skeletons closed in. 

Marcus pointed, and the funnel of air raced toward them. “Get back!” he 
yelled to Kyja as the miniature tornado lifted the first skeleton from the ground 
and slammed it into the one beside it. Bones crunched and weapons went flying. 

Kyja backed away from the swirling vortex. 

Four more skeletons charged, and Marcus knocked them over like bowling 
pins, his arms and hands tingling with power. 

“Take that! Go back to your mossy graves,” Riph Raph screamed, swirling 
and looping in a skyte victory dance. But the celebration was short-lived. 

Creatures were filling the street from every direction. Not just undead 
humans, but dogs with two heads and lolling tongues, bears with gaping wounds 
and slavering teeth, and things Marcus couldn’t recognize at all. He smashed 
them with his tornado, but for every creature he destroyed, two more appeared. 

A pair of Thrathkin S’Bae appeared from behind the inn. The dark wizards 
looked in Marcus and Kyja’s direction, and she grabbed his arm. “We have to 
go.” 

He didn’t want to. The feeling of power raging through him was thrilling. 
He was no longer the boy with one good arm and leg; he was a wizard, a warrior. 
But Kyja continued to pull, screaming for him to stop, and only then did Marcus 
realize they were nearly surrounded. 

“This way,” Riph Raph called above the roar of the skirmishes all around 
them. He flew through an alley, and Marcus and Kyja followed as best they 
could, forcing their way through snow nearly up to their hips in some places. 
The entire city seemed to be on fire. Everywhere they went, buildings collapsed, 
hissing on the snowy ground. Living fought with undead. It was hard to see 
through the smoke and steam. Marcus’s leg screamed with pain; he was having a 
hard time keeping up. They turned a corner and found themselves in a dead end. 
From one side of the road to the other, flaming debris and collapsed buildings 
blocked their way. 

“Back,” Kyja said. But when they turned, something huge plummeted out 
of the darkness. Wind knocked them backward as huge wings battered the air. 

Marcus skidded to a halt as the Summoner landed in front of them. He 
searched for somewhere to run, but they were trapped. The creature clawed the 
ground, talons ripping furrows ten feet long in the frozen ground. Its mouth 
opened in an evil grin, revealing two sets of needle-sharp teeth—each one bigger 
than Marcus and Kyja combined. 

Riph Raph shot balls of fire at the creature, trying to create a distraction, but 
they bounced harmlessly off its bloodred scales. 


“I have longed for this moment,” the Summoner snarled. Its voice was 
garbled and twisted—barely understandable. But Marcus knew it at once. 

“Bonesplinter?” What had happened to the Thrathkin S’Bae to turn it into 
this monster? 

The creature threw back its head, roared in triumph, and laughed. “Die, 
chosen ones!” It blasted them with a stream of killing fire they couldn’t possibly 
survive. 


Chapter 19 


Decisions 


Kyja stared up at the immense red beast. The sword dropped from her 
fingers. It was less than useless against the powerful magical creature. 

“Die, chosen ones!” it roared again. 

In that moment she realized that she and Marcus would both be killed— 
with too many things undone, too many words unsaid. As the Summoner opened 
its jaws wide, she reached out and took Marcus’s hand—terrified of dying alone. 

A stream of fire erupted from the creature’s mouth, and Kyja clamped her 
eyes shut. She waited for the flames, knowing the heat would crisp her on 
contact. 

Nothing happened. Everything went silent. 

Kyja opened her eyes. The Summoner was still there, its jaws opened wide. 
The flames shooting from its mouth stopped only a few yards from her and 
Marcus. She could feel their heat baking her face. But she was still alive. 

“Close my eyes for ten winks, and look what you two get yourselves into,” 
a high-pitched voice said. 

“Mr. Z!” Kyja’s legs wobbled, and it was all she could do to keep from 
falling to the ground. Marcus appeared just as shaken. 

She looked at the Summoner—frozen and defenseless—and realized that 
this was their chance to kill it. “Cast everything you can think of at it,” she told 
Marcus, grabbing her sword off the ground. 

“No, no!” Mr. Z said, raising a finger. Kyja felt her body drop into slow 
motion. 

“You-must-not-attempt-to-harm-anyone-or-anything-or-time-restarts- 
immediately,” the little man said, his words coming rapid fire. 
“Doyouunderstand?” 

Kyja tried to answer, but couldn’t until Mr. Z sped her back up. 

“What are we going to do about this?” she asked as soon as she could speak 
again. Everything had stopped for the moment, but as soon as Mr. Z let time 
resume, the city would be burned to the ground. 

“Nothing,” Mr. Z said. “It’s time to go. The Aerisians are waiting.” He put 
his fingers between his lips to whistle. 

“Stop,” Marcus said, grabbing Mr. Z’s hand. “We can’t leave. The city will 
be destroyed. Like Windshold.” 

Mr. Z waved a handkerchief in front of his face, trying to clear away 


smoke. “But we can’t interfere.” He whistled again, and Drymaios was suddenly 
by his side. 

Kyja clenched her jaw. “Why can’t we interfere? Isn’t that the point of 
finding the elementals—to stop the Dark Circle and to save people?” She waved 
her hands at the death and destruction frozen all around them. “The Aerisians 
could stop this.” 

“Which is why we must speak with them.” Mr. Z gestured to the snail. “We 
must leave immediately.” 

Kyja turned to Marcus, anger and helplessness making her feel like crying. 
There were children in the city. Children who would die if she and Marcus didn’t 
do something. But what could the two of them do? If they let time restart, the 
Summoner would kill them too. 

Marcus gripped his staff. “We’ll come back. As soon as we can.” 

By the time they returned, it would be too late for the city and its people. 
Kyja looked at the burning buildings, and a tear dripped down her cheek. 
Silently, the two of them climbed onto the snail. 

As before, Mr. Z got inside. Sometime later, Kyja couldn’t tell if it was a 
second or a day—she didn’t remember any time passing, but she could feel that 
it had—the little man climbed out of the shell. 

Remembering how they had traveled from Terra ne Staric to Icehold, Kyja 
looked for a door. Instead Mr. Z led them into a bank of especially thick smoke. 
With fires burning all around, the air was far too warm for her heavy coat. But a 
moment later, they had stepped out of the smoke into a snowy chasm, and she 
had her answer. 

Wherever they were was cold, but not as frigid as it had been in Icehold. 
She looked up at the snow-covered cliffs to either side. “Is this Air Keep?” she 
asked. After Water Keep—which had been a strange mixture of air and water 
with buildings and fountains floating past, and Land Keep—a huge library 
shaped like a spiral tree—this place seemed ordinary. 

Mr. Z pointed into a thick mist at the end of the chasm. 

“We go through there?” Marcus asked, trying to keep his balance in the 
deep snow. 

“Absolutely not,” Riph Raph said. “Who knows what’s in there?” 

“Go or stay. Wait or play,” Mr. Z said. He started to get back into the shell, 
but Kyja grabbed the sleeve of his coat. 

“You’re leaving?” 

“Pm late already.” Mr. Z checked his pocket watch. “Perilously late. 
Preposterously late. Perniciously late. Should have left days ago. In fact, I think I 
will.” 


And suddenly, he was gone. With no good-bye. No explanation. Not even a 
footprint to show where he’d stood. “Watch what you say-ay-ay!” a voice 
echoed. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Marcus asked. 

“T have no idea.” Kyja glanced toward the swirling mist. Why had Mr. Z 
left them here? Why not take them directly to Air Keep? The thick fog made her 
distinctly uncomfortable. “Should we go in?” she asked. 

Marcus shifted from one foot to the other. “If we don’t, we’ll probably 
freeze to death.” 

Kyja slid her shoulder under Marcus’s arm, helping him through the heavy 
snow. Riph Raph flew to her arm and latched onto her robe. “If we f-freeze to 
death, I want to say for the record that I never thought we should have left the 
tower in the first place.” 

“If it were up to you, we’d spend all our time sleeping and eating,” Kyja 
said. 

Riph Raph snuggled against her robe. “And you have a problem with that 
why?” 

As they walked toward the mist, Kyja realized her sword was gone. Had 
she dropped it sometime during their trip here, or had Mr. Z taken it on purpose? 
She had no reason to think the air elementals were dangerous, but she would 
have felt far less anxious with a weapon of some kind. 

Kyja and Marcus pressed against each other as they stepped into the thick 
cloud bank, which blocked all light. The air felt slightly warmer in the fog, but 
as the moisture froze to their skin and clothing, it made the cold twice as bad. 
Not being able to see anything was terrifying. “Can you feel ahead with your 
staff to make sure we aren’t about to fall off a cliff?” Kyja asked Marcus, 
tugging him forward. 

“I’m trying,” Marcus said. “But the snow is so deep, I’m not sure I’d be 
able to tell I’ve hit a hole until we fall into it.” 

Riph Raph sneezed. “Maybe if we were to call Mr. Z and tell him we 
changed our minds, he’d take us back. I’d be willing to let him keep Turnip 
Head in exchange.” 

Marcus’s staff made a shushing sound as he jabbed it into the snow ahead. 
“Or we could offer you to his snail. I’ve heard racing snails think skytes are a 
delicacy.” 

Kyja’s robe hung heavy against her body, with ice weighing it down and 
cracking every time she moved. “D-do you th-think you can use m-m-magic to 
warm us?” 

“T’ve b-been trying s-since we g-g-got here,” Marcus said. They’d been 


walking for less than five minutes, but already he sounded exhausted. He leaned 
on her more and more with each step. “Something s-seems to be bl-blocking fire 
magic.” 

“Can you breathe fire?” Kyja asked Riph Raph. 

The skyte coughed a blue flame no bigger than a grape, which winked out 
as soon as it left his mouth. 

“Tt has to b-be the Air Eh-Elementals,” Marcus gasped. “They’ve cr-created 
some k-kind of barrier.” His staff clunked against something solid, and the two 
of them stopped. 

“What is it?” Kyja asked. 

“Not sure.” Marcus jabbed his staff again. Clunk-clunk. “Feels like dirt or 
maybe rock.” 

Kyja squinted into the fog. Was it just her imagination, or could she see 
through the mist just a little? “I th-think we might be r-reaching the end,” she 
said, keeping her voice low. “Let’s be c-careful. We have no idea what’s on the 
other s-side.” 

“Nothing good,” Riph Raph muttered. 

Kyja and Marcus moved slowly forward. The fog was definitely thinning. 

“Does it feel warmer to you?” Marcus whispered. 

“Yes,” Kyja said, “and the snow isn’t as deep.” 

Marcus’s staff thudded regularly ahead of them now, and Kyja was almost 
sure she could see light ahead. A moment later, the fog disappeared completely. 

“Ohhh,” Kyja gasped as they stepped out onto a grassy meadow. “It’s 
beautiful.” Sunlight beat down on them from a clear blue sky, melting away the 
snow and ice. Hundreds of butterflies danced about multicolored wildflowers, 
which filled the meadow like a living rainbow. 

“Look!” Marcus pointed to another meadow ahead and slightly above them. 
It was perhaps thirty paces across. Thick grass covered a base of solid rock. But 
what made the meadow so incredible was that the entire thing floated in the 
middle of the air. 

“Tt’s like an island,” she murmured. “A floating island.” But if nothing held 
it up, what about the meadow they were standing on? Her stomach leaped into 
her throat as she looked around the meadow and realized they were standing on 
an island as well. The only direction that didn’t appear to drop completely away 
into thin air was back into the mist. “What’s holding us up?” 

“Air magic?” Marcus suggested. 

“Get me out of this hat,” Riph Raph said, the pom-pom above his head 
swinging wildly as he clawed at it. 

“Here,” Kyja said, untying the knot beneath his chin. 


“Gah!” Riph Raph spat. “Who would put a hat on a skyte?” He flew to the 
edge of the island and flung it over the side. 

Kyja laughed at the thought of someone seeing a skyte-sized hat falling out 
of the sky—although she wasn’t exactly sure who or what was below them. 

Marcus struggled out of his coat and mittens. “I’m sweating to death in this 
thing.” 

Kyja pulled her coat off as well. With the warm air and bright sunlight, 
even her robe felt too heavy. “Let’s leave them here.” 

They piled the coats near the edge of the mist, and Marcus pointed to a rope 
bridge leading from their island to the next one. “I think we’re supposed to walk 
up that.” 

At the same time they noticed the bridge, something leaped from the wood- 
and-rope structure, onto their island. As Kyja saw the creature, her hand reached 
for the sword that was no longer there. 

“What is that thing?” Marcus asked, taking a step backward. 

Kyja shook her head. She’d never seen anything like it. A giant set of teeth 
with no mouth or body, which appeared to be made completely of ice. The teeth 
took another hop toward them. They looked sharp, and big enough that one bite 
could take off an arm or a leg. 

They jumped again, icy molars and incisors clicking against each other. 

Riph Raph flapped his wings and launched himself into the air. “I hope they 
only have a taste for turnip.” 


Chapter 20 


Something to Chew On 


The giant ice teeth leaped toward them again and landed nearly halfway 
across the meadow. Kyja stumbled into Marcus. “Can you do something? Some 
kind of spell?” 

“Right.” Marcus tried to create a fireball. But there was no response to his 
request at all. He tried blasting rocks and earth at the teeth, with the exact same 
result. It was like he was completely cut off from all land and fire magic 

“Use air,” Kyja said, seeming to realize what was happening. 

Marcus remembered the air spell he’d used against the undead creatures in 
Icehold and tried to conjure it. Nothing happened. “None of my magic is 
working,” he said. The teeth jumped twice more. Sun glinted off their gleaming 
surface. “We have to go back.” 

They turned to retreat, but when they tried to go through the mist, they 
slammed against its cold surface. 

“We’re trapped!” Kyja yelled, pounding her fists against the gray wall that 
had closed in behind them. 

Riph Raph dove toward the teeth, shooting fizzling bursts of flame. The 
teeth leaped incredibly high, nearly snatching the skyte from thin air. He flapped 
higher to get out of their reach. 

Marcus ran his hands across the frozen fog, hoping to find a hidden 
entrance, but the wall was solid from one edge of the island to the other. He 
glanced over the grass and saw a vertical drop-off that went so far down, he 
couldn’t find the ground below them. 

The teeth turned and took two more quick leaps. Three or four more, and it 
would have them. 

“We have to go around!” Marcus yelled. 

Kyja took Marcus’s arm, and the two of them raced along the edge of the 
meadow—Kyja nearly dragging Marcus as he limped behind her. 

Marcus had no idea how the teeth even knew where they were. As far as he 
could tell, they had no eyes, ears, or nose. But as soon as the teeth realized what 
they were trying to do, it turned and cut off their path to the bridge. 

Marcus’s foot caught in a clump of grass, and he sprawled to the ground. 
The teeth attacked. Kyja grabbed Marcus’s staff and jabbed at the creature. It 
chomped down on one end, gnashing the wood to splinters. 

She jabbed again, managing to knock the teeth back a little, but it was a 


fight she couldn’t win. Kyja held the teeth off the best she could, but little by 
little she and Marcus were forced to the edge of the meadow. Marcus found 
himself staring down at an endless drop. 

The creature leaped at Marcus. Kyja stabbed at it, but the broken staff slid 
off the slippery teeth and they clipped the edge of Marcus’s calf. Icy pain raced 
through his leg where the teeth had cut it. As the creature snapped at him again, 
Marcus tried to shield himself with his arm, but the teeth sank into his bicep. 

“Leave him alone!” Kyja screamed, battering the teeth with her fists. 

Riph Raph screeched, throwing what little fire he could at the ice teeth. 
None of it affected the creature at all. 

Marcus looked at his arm. The skin from his bicep down had turned gray 
and hard. He couldn’t feel anything. It was almost like he had— 

“Frostbite,” he muttered. 

The teeth disappeared in a puff of white smoke, and a swarm of butterflies 
rose into the air in a kaleidoscope of colors. 

Kyja turned left and right. “Where did it go?” she cried, holding out the 
shattered remains of Marcus’s staff. 

“T don’t know.” Marcus scanned the small island. The meadow was empty. 
Insects chirped and buzzed as though the giant teeth had never been there at all. 
Prepared for the worst, he looked at his arm. But it was fine—there wasn’t a 
mark on his bicep. The skin that had turned icy and gray was pink and warm. He 
flexed his wrist. No pain at all. His leg was fine too. Except for the rip in his 
pants, he wouldn’t have known he’d been bitten. 

Kyja knelt by him in the grass. She turned his arm, looking at the front and 
back. “I was sure it got you.” 

“Tt did.” Marcus had seen the teeth sink into him, felt their icy cold. 

“Did you cast a spell?” Kyja asked. 

Marcus tried to remember what happened. “I don’t think so. I was trying to. 
But I couldn’t find any magic. Then the teeth cut my leg.” He pointed to the tear 
in his pants. “And it bit my arm. It was like it froze me or something. I thought I 
had frostbite.” 

Riph Raph landed on the ground. “I probably scared it away with my 
flames of death.” 

“More like flames of nothing,” Marcus said. “And it didn’t get scared away. 
It just . . . poofed. Into smoke.” 

Kyja tugged on a strand of hair. “What did you say it felt like?” 

“Cold,” Marcus said, remembering how he’d lost all feeling in his arm. 
“Like frostbite. You know, when part of your body gets so cold it actually 
freezes? We learned about it in Scouts one year.” 


“Frostbite,” Kyja repeated, staring off in the distance. “We have that here 
too.” 

“What are you thinking?” Marcus asked. 

Kyja turned to him. “Did you say the word frostbite? Out loud?” 

Marcus thought. “I guess so. Yeah. I’m pretty sure I did. Why?” 

“Pm not sure.” Kyja plucked a flower that looked like a tiny orange 
snowflake and sniffed it. “Mr. Z said the air elementals have a strange sense of 
humor. I think he called it ‘devilish.’” 

“So?” 

Kyja twirled the flower between her fingers. “I’ve never seen a creature like 
that before. I’ve never even heard of one.” 

“T never want to see one again,” Riph Raph said. “It nearly used me for a 
toothbrush.” 

“Tt used my staff for a toothpick,” Marcus said, picking up a piece of his 
walking stick. 

Kyja dropped the flower, and it floated slowly to the ground, spinning as it 
fell. “What if it isn’t even a real creature? What if the air elementals made it 
up?” 

Marcus looked toward the bridge again. “That thing could have killed us. 
And for all we know, there could be more of them. Who cares if they’re made up 
or not?” 

“But if the Aerisians created the creature, they could have named it.” 

Marcus couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He shook his hair out of his 
eyes. “We nearly got killed, and you’re wondering what that thing’s name was? 
When the next one comes across that bridge, maybe we can formally introduce 
ourselves. ‘Hello, Mr. Jaws. Nice to meet you.’” 

Kyja punched him lightly on the shoulder. “It’s not that. It’s just that Mr. Z 
told us to watch what we said. What if . . .” She shook her head. “It’s probably 
nothing.” 

“No,” Marcus said, pushing himself up onto his knees. “You’re right.” The 
little man’s last words had been Watch what you say. “You think he was giving 
us some kind of clue? Or a warning?” 

“Magic doesn’t seem to work here,” Kyja said. “And we don’t have any 
weapons. Maybe all we have is our words. What we Say.” 

Marcus thought through the idea. “What could we say that would make a 
difference? Go away? Leave us alone? I don’t think those will help much. We 
didn’t say anything to make the teeth disappear.” 

“Maybe you did. Accidentally.” Kyja’s eyes sparkled. “If you created a 
creature that was nothing but a set of giant teeth made of ice, what would you 


call it?” 

Marcus scratched his head. “Ice fangs?” 

“Canines of cold?” Riph Raph suggested. “Teeth of terror? Dentures of 
doom?” 

“Dentures of doom.” Marcus couldn’t help giggling. Riph Raph was a pain, 
but he did manage to get off a good one now and then. “What does it matter? I 
didn’t say anything important. It bit my arm, and the only thing I could think of 
was that I was going to lose my hand because I had . . .” All at once he 
understood. “Frostbite. They named it Frostbite, didn’t they?” 

Kyja nodded. “And right after you said its name, it disappeared.” 

Marcus rubbed his palm across his mouth. “You think it’s like a... a test or 
something?” 

“A word puzzle. A joke.” 

“A pun,” Marcus said. “That’s what we call them on Earth anyway. Like, 
what do you get when you cross a snowman with a vampire? Frostbite. Or the 
joke about the guy who kept listening to a rubber band, waiting to hear music. ” 

“Rubber band?” Kyja asked, confused. 

Apparently they didn’t have rubber bands on Farworld. But that didn’t 
matter. This place was starting to make a twisted kind of sense. It was exactly 
the kind of thing that elementals with a devilish sense of humor would do. “So 
we passed their test, and now we can cross the bridge.” 

“We might have.” Kyja pointed to the next island, where Marcus could just 
make out another bridge leading up from that one. A swirling mist floated 
around the bridges. “Or maybe that test was just beginning.” 


Chapter 21 


Very Punny 


You think there are more Frostbites?” Marcus asked as Kyja helped him to 
his feet. “If you’re right, all we’d have to do is say their name, and poof.” He 
flicked the fingers of his right hand like a small explosion. 

“Maybe,” Kyja said. “But that would be too easy. There might be more joke 
creatures. What did you call them? Pans?” 

“Puns.” 

“Pans or puns,” Riph Raph said. “They aren’t a joke. If you hadn’t said the 
creature’s name, it would have killed both of you.” 

“The Aerisians wouldn’t have let it kill us,” Marcus said. “They would have 
stopped it before that happened. Wouldn’t they?” 

Kyja stared at the next floating island. She was beginning to think the 
Aerisians’ sense of humor might not be all that funny. “I don’t think we can 
count on anything.” 

Together, the two of them walked toward the first bridge. Marcus had one 
arm wrapped around Kyja’s shoulders for support, and she carried the broken 
end of his staff. They scanned the way ahead for any signs of attack. At the edge 
of the bridge, they paused. The air smelled of fresh flowers, damp grass, and 
morning sun. A flock of green and gold birds chased each other through the air, 
chirping what sounded like laughter. 

“Tt looks so peaceful. It’s hard to imagine anything bad happening here,” 
Kyja said. 

“That’s exactly what I was thinking right before those teeth attacked.” 
Marcus looked up at Riph Raph, who was circling a few feet above them. 
“Maybe you should fly ahead and check things out.” 

“What do I look like, monster bait?” Riph Raph yelped. 

“T think we should stick together,” Kyja said. “Three heads are better than 
two if we get attacked.” 

“Even if one of them is shaped like a turnip,” Riph Raph said. 

A step at a time, Marcus and Kyja crossed the bridge. Kyja wasn’t 
especially scared of heights, but she thought crossing a rope bridge hanging in 
the middle of the sky would terrify her. That turned out not to be the case. 
Although the wooden steps swung gently from side to side, they felt solid. And 
when she looked down, she saw puffy white clouds instead of an endless drop. 

“They look like big pillows,” Marcus said. 


“Pillows that send you plunging to your death if you fall through them,” 
Riph Raph said cheerily. 

“If you’re going to keep talking like that, you can go wait back with our 
coats,” Kyja said. 

The skyte waggled his ears. “Sorry. I’m nervous.” 

“We all are,” Marcus said. “Just keep an eye out.” 

The last creature had appeared shortly after they arrived on the first island. 
As the three of them stepped off the bridge onto the second island, they all 
anxiously searched. Every chirp of a bird or jump of an insect made Kyja flinch. 
They waited for several minutes on the edge of the meadow. When nothing 
happened, she allowed herself to relax a little. 

“Maybe there was only one.” 

Marcus slowly unclenched his fist. “I don’t see anything else.” 

With Kyja leading the way and Marcus limping beside her, they started 
across the meadow. “It is a little funny, when you think about it,” he said. “Giant, 
icy teeth named Frostbite. What if they made a huge rolling foot called 
Football?” 

Kyja giggled, feeling more and more relieved with every step. “Or a 
creature with no body because it quit while it was ahead?” 

They were almost to the next bridge when Riph Raph shouted, “Incoming!” 

Kyja looked up just in time to see something round and green plummet 
from the sky. It hit Marcus above the eyes, knocking him to the ground in a 
curtain of spraying bits. For a terrifying second, Kyja thought his head had 
exploded, before realizing that whatever had hit him had smashed itself open. 

Marcus wiped his hand across his face, blinking. He sniffed his palm then 
cautiously licked one finger. “Tastes kind of like watermelon.” 

“Honey pot,” Kyja said. “It’s called a honey pot.” She waited to see if the 
melon would disappear now that she’d said its name. Instead she was attacked 
with a spray of tiny pellets that spattered painfully against her face and chest. 

Marcus gasped. “Are you hurt?” 

Kyja looked down and saw her robe dripping with dark purple. “It’s not 
blood,” she said. “It’s berry juice.” 

“Someone’s throwing fruit at us?” Marcus asked, rubbing his forehead. 

“Get away from me!” Riph Raph screeched. He flew through the sky, 
pursued by at least a dozen red apples. It was sort of funny, Kyja thought. But 
the skyte didn’t look amused at all when one of them bounced off his head, 
splattering apple juice and pulp down his back. 

“Look out!” Marcus yelled, rolling to one side. 

Kyja ducked as a spiky green fruit narrowly missed hitting her shoulder and 


embedded its finger-length spines in the ground. If the pin fruit had hit her, those 
spines would have been stuck in her instead of the grass. 

But there was no time to think about that. The air was filling with more and 
more fruit. Melons, berries, apples, plums, and many varieties she didn’t even 
know, all pounded the ground around them as Kyja and Marcus ducked and 
rolled to avoid the attacks and Riph Raph winged furiously away from the 
island. 

“What are they?” Marcus yelled as a spicy pear smacked his shoulder. 

“Pin fruit,” Kyja tried. “Honey pot, passion plum, sour apple, poke berries.” 
She ducked a sugar fruit big enough to have knocked her sprawling, but she 
couldn’t avoid a flock of flying cherries that spanged painfully off of her shins in 
quick succession. “It’s not working. I know the names of some, but not others.” 

A bright yellow oval the size of Marcus’s fist made a line drive toward his 
face, and Kyja swung the broken staff, sending it flying back where it came 
from. 

“Thanks,” Marcus said. “It’s got to be another pun.” 

Kyja thought furiously. She was pretty good at word games; they were 
some of the few games she could play that didn’t require magic. “Melon balls?” 
The fruit kept coming. 

“Cherry bombs!” Marcus shouted. That didn’t work either. “Jump!” he 
yelled, and Kyja leaped into the air, barely clearing a blue-and-gray striped fruit 
the size of a log, which rolled across the meadow and off the edge of the island. 

“Apple heads!” Riph Raph called, his beak dripping with something orange. 
“Berry attacks. Plum bobs.” 

Kyja tried to concentrate, but it was hard to think when at any second, a 
flying piece of fruit could take your head off. If only... 

Then she had it. “Fruit flies!” she screamed. “Fruit flies!” Immediately the 
attack stopped, and the remaining fruit disappeared. 

“Whoa,” Marcus sighed, trying to catch his breath. “Good one. How did 
you think of that?” 

Kyja shrugged, embarrassed it had taken her so long. “I just wished the fruit 
would stop flying so I could think.” Like most puzzles, once you figured out the 
answer, it seemed obvious. 

“Tt was on the tip of my tongue,” Riph Raph sputtered, dropping to the 
meadow. 

“Pretty sure that was a grape.” Marcus snickered. 

“T didn’t notice you thinking of it, Mr. Cherry Bomb,” Riph Raph said. 

“Tt doesn’t matter who solved the puzzle,” Kyja said. “The important thing 
is that we figured it out. I don’t know how many islands there are. But it doesn’t 


look like the tests are going to stop anytime soon.” She pointed ahead, where she 
could see at least three more islands, connected by swinging bridges. They had 
to assume each was protected by a pun. 

She reached down to grab Marcus’s wrist, and he let her help him up. “It’s a 
shame all the fruit disappeared after you solved the puzzle,” he said. “Some of it 
looked pretty tasty.” 

“Don’t say that.” Kyja laughed. “The Aerisians might hear us and send 
more.” Overhead, the green and gold birds, who had returned as soon as the fruit 
disappeared, spiraled and chirped. 

On the third bridge, Kyja paused halfway across, wondering if it was 
possible to get a glimpse of what the next obstacle would be before they 
encountered it. But, as though the Aerisians had read her thoughts, as soon as 
they stopped, the ropes on the bridge erupted into flames. 

“Back!” Kyja screamed, tugging on Marcus’s arm. If they didn’t get off the 
bridge before the ropes burned through, they would plunge to their deaths. 

“No, we have to keep going,” Marcus said, yanking her forward. “We have 
to get across.” 

But they couldn’t go backward or forward. Flames raced across the ropes in 
front of and behind them, cutting off escape in both directions. 

“Get off!” Riph Raph called, circling madly. 

“We can’t,” Kyja yelled back. Thick, yellow smoke billowed from all 
around them, making it hard to breathe and impossible to see. “It has to be 
another riddle.” She coughed, choking on the yellow clouds. “Cross fire?” she 
tried. 

“Something about blaze or flames,” Riph Raph called, hidden by the 
smoke. 

“Tt has to have something to do with bridges.” Marcus wrapped an arm 
across his mouth. “Bridge fire. Burn your bridges.” 

“The ropes.” Kyja gagged, the heat scorching her legs. “They’re the only 
things burning. Rope fire. Rope flame.” Her lungs ached. 

“Rope burn!” Marcus yelled. “It’s rope burn!” 

The flames disappeared, and Marcus and Kyja stumbled into the next 
meadow before falling to the ground. “I don’t know if I can take any more of 
this,” Kyja said, pressing her face into the cool grass. 

Marcus coughed and spat. “I don’t know if we have any choice.” 


Chapter 22 


Air Keep 


Marcus wasn’t sure how many bridges they crossed. After a while, the 
islands became a blur of attacks and word puzzles. Kyja solved most of them, 
like the “saw horse” that galloped around threatening to cut off their legs, and 
the “bee witch” that cast spells while attacking with a long, spear-like stinger. 

Marcus guessed the solution to the “insti-gator”’ that appeared without 
warning, snapping its pointed teeth, and the “acro-bat,” whose flying gymnastics 
even Riph Raph couldn’t match. 

But possibly the hardest one was solved by the skyte himself. Marcus and 
Kyja could hear the beast’s ferocious growls and feel its claws raking at their 
backs, but every time they turned around, it somehow managed to move to their 
rear. They could very well have been eaten alive if Riph Raph hadn’t figured out 
they were being attacked by a “bear behind.” For the next two islands, he crowed 
over his success, “A bear behind. Do you get it? Like a bare behind only it was a 
bear.” 

Marcus and Kyja blushed furiously, trying not to look at each other. 

Marcus had narrowly avoided getting a black eye from the punches of a 
pointed wizard’s hat, which Kyja correctly identified as a “hat box,” when Riph 
Raph circled around them and pointed ahead with one wing. “Look at that!” 

Marcus had been so focused on facing each threat that he’d stopped looking 
ahead. Doing so seemed pointless when the only thing he could see was another 
bridge leading to yet another floating island. But now, as he glanced across the 
next bridge, he was stunned to discover a magnificent castle rising out of the 
clouds. 

“T think it’s made of glass,” Kyja whispered, her eyes wide. 

Marcus could only nod wordlessly. He’d never seen anything like the 
structure before them. Turrets and parapets glittered in the sunlight. Bridges and 
towers that seemed too fragile to hold up their own weight rose, fairy-like, into 
the sky. The entire castle appeared to be spun from fine glass threads with 
strands of silver and gold embedded in the glass. 

“Ts that it?” He swallowed, unwilling to believe they had finally found the 
home of the air elementals, which they’d worked so hard to reach. 

“T think so,” Kyja said, just as breathless. 

“Air Keep,” Riph Raph hooted. 

As they stared, a gust of wind scooped up hundreds of petals from the 


flowers strewn across the meadow and sent them dancing and flying over the 
bridge. A dozen intoxicating aromas filled the air. 

“T think they want us to come in,” Marcus said. 

Kyja glanced at her robe, which was ripped in several places, and at 
Marcus’s pants, which were shredded from the knees down. “I’m not sure we’re 
dressed for it.” 

“Who cares?” he cried. An incredible sense of joy and well-being flowed 
through his limbs, and he found himself limping across the bridge without 
Kyja’s help. 

Kyja hurried to catch up. “What do you think the Aerisians look like?” she 
asked as they reached the other side of the bridge. “I think they’ll be fairies.” 

“T don’t know.” The water elementals had looked more or less like people, 
except that they were blue. But the land elementals had been bizarre 
combinations of animals he never would have expected. “Something beautiful. 
And majestic.” 

As Marcus and Kyja emerged from the fog floating over the last bridge and 
the full castle came into view, they both stopped, filled with wonder. 

Even the grounds were incredible. Streams flowed along the transparent 
castle walls, dropping to the gardens below. But the waterfalls never hit the 
ground. Instead, the moisture turned into mists of pink, turquoise, gold, and 
every other color of the rainbow, beading on bushes shaped like dragons, 
unicorns, gnomes, and hundreds of other fanciful creations. Roses, vines, 
clovers, and grasses in colors Marcus could barely take in flourished beneath the 
great building’s architecture. 

“What’s with the flowers?” Riph Raph asked. And for the first time, Marcus 
noticed daisies, tulips, and many flowers he didn’t recognize, walking through 
the gardens on tiny green root-legs, digging and pruning. 

Kyja clapped her hands and laughed. “Haven’t you ever seen a flower 
garden? ” 

The blossoms, still spinning and twirling, blew along a perfectly manicured 
path of polished stone and over a drawbridge. As they followed, Marcus and 
Kyja looked down, through the glass bridge, to colored domes bobbing along a 
pink river. “Is that ice cream?” Marcus murmured. “Ice cream floats?” Air Keep 
was so perfect he thought he could stay here forever. 

“T can see why no one has ever been allowed to find this place,” Kyja said, 
as they crossed an immaculate lobby. The huge glass hallway was filled with 
sculptures made of tiny bits of colored glass and rock that flowed and turned in a 
constant stream of motion on unseen currents of air. “If they did, they’d never 
want to leave.” 


The flower petals danced ahead of them up a sweeping staircase. Marcus 
started to follow before realizing that nothing supported the steps. Each thin 
glass platform hung in midair. 

“T think it’s okay,” Kyja said, taking his arm. “If they can make islands 
float, stairs should be easy.” Together, the two of them climbed step after 
floating step. 

Marcus craned his neck and was amazed to see that the rooms, walls, and 
passages overhead overlapped to create breathtaking geometric patterns. He 
couldn’t fathom how such a thing was possible. 

How could anyone have made all this? Why create such an elaborate home 
if no one but the Aerisians would see it? What kind of creatures combined the 
elegance and grace to create a castle so glorious and intricate, with the odd sense 
of humor to surround it with killer puns, flowers that cared for their gardens, and 
ice-cream float moats? 

“Do you think they’ll help us?” he asked Kyja. “I mean, if you had all of 
this, would you even care what the Dark Circle was doing? Would you leave this 
castle to help create a drift?” 

Kyja squeezed his arm. “We have to convince them. It’s not just humans 
that are in danger. It’s all of Farworld—including the Aerisians.” She glanced 
down at their ragged clothes again. “I just wish Mr. Z would have warned us so 
we could have brought something more appropriate to wear.” 

At the top of the staircase, a long hallway, with walls constructed 
completely out of precious gems, led to a pair of tall silver doors. The blossoms 
paused before the doors, swirled into the air, and then disappeared in all 
directions. 

The three of them stopped at the end of the hall, and a sudden feeling of 
doubt filled Marcus’s chest. What if the air elementals turned them down? Or 
worse, laughed at them? What if Mr. Z had been playing a trick all along, 
knowing the Aerisians’ help was out of reach? 

He ran his fingers through his hair. “So, I guess we just knock?” 

Kyja brushed her hands across the front of her robe, trying to remove a few 
of the wrinkles. “I think so.” 

Marcus took a deep breath, approached the doors, and rapped three quick 
times. 

From all around came the sounds of tiny bells chiming together. The floors 
and walls began to glow, and the air itself sparkled with energy. Part of Marcus 
was thrilled that he and Kyja were actually in Air Keep. But another part of him 
wanted to run screaming before they were forced to reveal themselves like 
ragged beggars at the feet of a powerful monarch. 


When he glanced at Kyja, she looked just as terrified. Riph Raph licked his 
scales and brushed at his beak with his wings. 

As seconds passed and no one answered the door, Marcus began to fidget. 
“Maybe we should come back another time. Maybe they’re busy.” 

But it was too late. The tall silver doors swung open, revealing a long, 
golden carpet. At the other end of the room, the carpet led to a raised pedestal 
with a high-backed throne, which faced away from the doors. Although the 
throne was made of glass too, it was frosted so Marcus couldn’t see who sat 
there. 

Clasping hands, Marcus and Kyja stepped onto the carpet and walked 
toward the throne. 

“Where is everyone?” Marcus whispered. Except for the throne, the room 
was completely empty. “Shouldn’t there at least be guards or something?” 

“Maybe they don’t need guards here,” Kyja whispered back. “We might be 
the first visitors . . . ever.” 

The thought made Marcus a little dizzy. Would they really be the first 
humans ever to see an Aerisian? It was like discovering an ancient city or a 
fantastic painting. He blew into his palm and sniffed, hoping his breath wasn’t 
too bad. 

At the end of the carpet, Kyja stopped and knelt. Favoring his bad leg, 
which was back to aching, Marcus lowered himself to the carpet beside her. It 
was thick and soft, yet the fibers glittered like real gold. 

When they were both kneeling, the bells stopped chiming. Silently, the 
pedestal began to turn. Marcus leaned to his right, trying to catch a glimpse of 
the air elemental seated on the throne. As the side of it came into view, he 
blinked. There was no one there. The great chair was empty. 

He was about to ask Kyja if this was some kind of joke. Or maybe the air 
elementals were invisible. Right then the throne finished turning, and he realized 
that there was someone—or at least something—there. 

Seated in the center of the great glass throne was a creature not much bigger 
than a rabbit. It was white and furry like a rabbit too. But it had no face or ears; 
it was just a fuzzy white ball of fur with a golden crown on top. As the pedestal 
came to a halt, a pair of milky white eyes opened, and two long, pink feelers rose 
up through the crown. 

“An _ ishkabiddle?” Riph Raph barked. “The air elementals are 
ishkabiddles?” 


Chapter 23 


All Hail the Fuzz Ball 


What’s an ishkabiddle?” Marcus asked under his breath. 

Still kneeling, Kyja didn’t know how to respond. Of course she knew what 
an ishkabiddle was. The furry white creatures could be found hiding in their 
burrows or nibbling clover nearly everywhere on Farworld. They were almost as 
common as cats and dogs on Earth. Some of her friends even had them as pets. 
But how could the air elementals be ishkabiddles? 

Behind the throne, two small doors she hadn’t noticed before swung open, 
and more ishkabiddles entered the room on their fuzzy little legs. Some of them 
wore long flowing cloaks of silver, red, gold, and dark blue. A few of them had 
glittering jewels clipped to their fur. At the end of the group, came ishkabiddle 
soldiers with golden armor covering their bodies and tiny swords strapped over 
their furry backs. 

The soldiers stopped at either side of the throne, their white eyes blinking 
suspiciously. The rest of the ishkabiddles spread out along the carpet. 

“Those fuzz balls are not air elementals,” Riph Raph said. His voice echoed 
throughout the throne room. 

Kyja frowned at him. “Hush,” she whispered. Then, turning to the 
ishkabiddle on the throne, she cleared her throat. “Thank you for seeing us, Your 
Majesty.” 

The ishkabiddle in the crown stared back at her, and Kyja felt her throat 
begin to tighten. What if they’d already offended the Aerisians because of their 
surprise? 

“We, uh, came here to ask for your help,” Marcus began uncertainly. “Mr. Z 
sent us. Do you know Mr. Z?” 

Several of the ishkabiddles who were lined up along the carpet shuffled 
about, and Kyja was pretty sure she saw the king (or was it the queen?) nod. 
Taking that for a yes, Kyja continued. “My name is Marcus and this is Kyja. Um, 
sorry.” She tugged at her tattered robe. “I mean, my name is Kyja, and this is 
Marcus. We need your help to open a drift between here and Earth before the 
Dark Circle destroys Farworld.” 

The bells tinkled softly, and a flock of tiny, colorful birds flew through an 
open window and perched on the sill. 

“Was that supposed to be an answer?” Marcus hissed at Kyja. 

“How am I supposed to know?” she hissed back. She bowed as much as she 


could while still on her knees. “The water elementals and land elementals have 
sent us help. Now we only need you and the fire elementals.” 

Bells chimed again, and a gust of wind blew through the window, scattering 
leaves and flower petals across the floor. 

“Do you think that was a yes?” Marcus asked. 

Kyja could feel herself beginning to lose her temper and tried to control it. 
“Maybe?” It would have been nice if Mr. Z had mentioned that Aerisians didn’t 
use words to communicate. 

Riph Raph flapped his wings. “Maybe I can help.” He turned to the air 
elemental on the throne. “Ding dong, ding ding. Ring-a-ling ting-ting.” 

“What are you doing?” Marcus whispered. 

The skyte rolled his eyes. “Speaking Bell. What did you think?” 

“Stop it!” Kyja said, speaking louder than she meant to. She turned to 
Marcus. “Show them your arm.” 

Marcus reached for his shirt, then hesitated. Kyja knew he was 
uncomfortable showing his scar. But it was the only sure proof they had that he 
was the child prophesied to save Farworld. She nodded, urging him on. 

Slowly, he pulled up his right sleeve, revealing the hardened scar tissue on 
his shoulder. Kyja had seen the scar several times, but it still fascinated her. On 
it, two creatures were locked in battle. The first, she was almost sure, was a 
Summoner with a snake-like body, long teeth, and huge wings. 

The Summoner had its talons closed on a creature she’d never seen or even 
heard of. It had the head of a boar, the tail of a fish, and a bird-like body with 
long, feathered wings. The bird-boar-fish’s head had two horns sprouting from it, 
and a pair of human arms held a flaming sword high in the air. The creature’s 
tusks were closed on the Summoner’s body. Not for the first time, she wondered 
what kind of creature was powerful enough to fight a Summoner one-on-one. 

“T’ve had this as long as I can remember,” Marcus said. “It proves that I’m . 
.. Pm, you know, the child from the prophecy.” 

Kyja couldn’t understand why he was so uncomfortable admitting who he 
was. If she were the person foretold to save Farworld, she’d shout it from the 
rooftops. She turned to the Aerisians, waiting for a response. But other than a 
soft chiming of bells, there was no reply. 

“Will you help us?” she asked. “You must be able to talk at least a little.” 

On the window, birds fluttered and chirped, sounding almost like they were 
laughing, which made Kyja even more frustrated. 

“Don’t upset them,” Marcus said, pulling down his sleeve. “We need their 
help.” 

Kyja knew he was right, but she was getting so angry at the little white eyes 


watching her, with no visible response. She had a sudden urge to pick one of 
them up and fling it across the room—its tiny red cape fluttering behind it like 
one of the superheroes she’d heard about in Marcus’s world. What would the 
ishkabiddles do? Stab her ankles with their tiny swords? 

She clenched her teeth, trying to control her temper. “If you don’t speak our 
language, could you please bring someone here to translate?” 

Another gust of wind sent the leaves and flower blossoms spinning into the 
air, and a handful of butterflies flew into the room. 

Kyja wanted to shoo the birds away, slam the windows shut, and demand an 
answer from the fur ball on the throne. “Well?” she asked. “Is one of you going 
to say something?” 

One of the soldier ishkabiddles sent a gray cloud of dust up from its feelers 
and the birds chirped louder, sounding even more like laughter. 

Riph Raph flapped onto Kyja’s shoulder and whispered, “I’m not sure if 
you noticed, but this doesn’t seem to be going very well.” 

“You think you can do better?” Kyja snapped, her face getting hot. 

The skyte flapped his ears. 

Marcus tried talking to the ishkabiddles again. “Why don’t we leave for a 
while, and you can discuss this among yourselves?” 

The Aerisian on the throne wiggled a little and blinked again. 

Kyja had had enough. “No! We left a city under attack to find you. We 
fought flying fruit, giant teeth, bears, bats, and saws, and a bunch of other things. 
We nearly got burned on your stupid bridge. We’ve spent I don’t know how 
many days, riding a giant snail from one side of Farworld to the other. We came 
here for an answer, and we’re going to get it now !” 

The chiming of the bells grew louder, and the wind picked up, lifting petals, 
leaves, twigs, and butterflies in a whirling vortex. 

Marcus grabbed Kyja’s sleeve. “You’re making them mad. We need to get 
out of here while we still can.” 

“T agree with the turnip head on this,” Riph Raph said, his head darting left 
and right. “We’ve got to go. Now.” 

But Kyja wasn’t done. She jumped to her feet. “Do you hear me? Do you?” 
She stomped toward the throne, Marcus’s broken staff still clutched in one hand. 
She was determined to get an answer one way or another. And if it meant 
knocking the arrogant little ball of fur out of its precious throne, she would do 
just that. 

Riph Raph flapped his wings, tugging on the back of her hair. “This is a 
really bad idea!” 

“Wait!” Marcus scrambled to his feet, but Kyja was beyond caring. It was 


one thing to solve riddles, and to play games. Maybe those things kept casual 
intruders away. But to stay locked in a glass castle, ignoring the outside world, 
and then to act like Marcus and Kyja—who were sacrificing everything to save 
their worlds—weren’t good enough to deserve an answer? That was too much. 

Two soldier ishkabiddles hopped in her way, but Kyja kicked them with the 
side of her slipper, sending them rolling across the floor with squeaks of surprise 
and anger. High on its pedestal, the king of the air elementals cowered against 
the back of his throne, gray dust spewing from his feelers. 

The bells were chiming so loudly, they seemed to be inside her skull, and 
the wind whipped her hair around her face. Kyja ignored it all. She raised her 
stick over her head, hoping she wouldn’t have to use it, but willing to if that’s 
what it took to get the creatures’ respect. 

She glared at the tiny white ball. “I. Want. An. Answer.” 

The wind shrieked, spinning birds, flowers, leaves, sticks, and even a few 
rocks into a whirling tornado. The ringing of the bells grew louder, louder, and 
suddenly crashed in one great orchestra of sound—then stopped. 

Everything disappeared around them. The ishkabiddles, the throne, the 
carpet. The entire castle collapsed in a shatter of ringing glass. Kyja found 
herself standing in the middle of a meadow on one of the floating islands. 
Marcus pressed his hands to his ears, his eyes two great circles of fear and 
surprise. Riph Raph flapped midair, unsure of which way to go. 

The spinning tornado split into two, then formed into what looked like a 
man and a woman created completely of birds, leaves, butterflies, twigs, rocks, 
grass, and hundreds of other bits and pieces. 

The man, leaning against a spear jabbed into the ground, grinned widely. 
Beside him, the woman chuckled as if she’d heard an extremely funny joke. 
“Very well,” she said, spreading arms in which birds chirped, butterflies flapped, 
and flowers bloomed. “An answer you shall have.” 


Interlude 


Ultimatum 


The land elementals approached the room cautiously. The dimly lit tunnels 
didn’t bother them. Land Keep was, after all, underground. Nor did the odd 
creatures they passed. When one dealt with a master of black magic, one 
expected certain . . . oddities. It was the smell that made them uneasy—a foul 
miasma of rotting corpses, spoiled meat, and something beneath it all, which 
they both preferred not to think about. 

As they entered Fein Ter’er, the master’s inner sanctum, they found him 
sitting in his throne, head lowered as though asleep or deep in thought, or— 
based on his chest, which seemed not to rise and fall with breath at all—dead. 

“You called for us?” they asked. 

For a moment he didn’t look up. When he did, they shifted uneasily, 
gripping the silver scepter in their hands as if it might give them some protection 
from the thing seated in the throne before them. 

“Did I?” From deep inside his dark hood, red eyes studied them 
unblinkingly. “Yes, I suppose I did.” 

The land elementals felt a little relief. They tried not to let the master see 
their unease, but they knew he probably sensed it anyway. “The land army grows 
stronger every day,” the elementals said, fluttering their wings. 

“Land and water.” The master chuckled. “You must not try to take all the 
credit. And Land Keep?” 

“Still trapped,” the elementals said. “The water boy’s river holds.” 

The red eyes glowed like embers. “Cascade can be very effective with the 
right motivation.” He waved his hand. “Very well. Return and wait. I imagine 
the children will arrive soon enough. If they survive, I want you ready for them.” 

The land elementals bowed and dropped to their knees. “And when we 
catch them?” 

“Bring them to me, of course. Alive or dead.” 


Part 3 
Aerisians 
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Chapter 24 


A Dark Vision 


Marcus could only stare at the people—or were they creatures?—standing 
before him. After everything he and Kyja had been through, he didn’t know what 
to think. Did this mean the ishkabiddles had been . . . what? A joke? Another 
riddle? Or were these beings—who seemed to be nothing more than a crazy 
patchwork of other plants and animals—the joke? 

Just before he found himself here, Marcus had seen the glass castle tearing 
itself apart. Was that real? Or had the whole thing—castles, gardens, and 
ishkabiddles—been some kind of elaborate illusion? 

He had no idea. And he didn’t think the man and woman before him would 
provide the answers. 

“Are you .. .” He searched for the right word, but the best he could come 
up with was, “Real?” 

The woman looked at the man to her left and giggled—a tinkling of bells, a 
splashing of water, and a whistle of wind through trees, all in one. 

The man pulled his spear—a tree branch with green leaves still growing 
along its length—from the grass, drew back his arm and launched the spear into 
the air. It soared far above the island, circled back like a boomerang, and planted 
itself in the ground. A dark-green vine climbed the spear. Pink roses bloomed 
along the vine like a movie set to fast forward. 

“Does that look real to you?” the man asked. 

Marcus was almost positive the Aerisian’s words hadn’t been uttered by 
human vocal cords. Like the woman’s laughter, the sound came from something 
else. The scream of a dragon, the clang of metal on rock, the roar of a rushing 
river. Somehow they all blended to form words he could understand. It reminded 
him a little of the electric pianos that let you play a song using dog barks or other 
random sounds. 

“The ishkabiddles looked real too,” Marcus said. 

The woman laughed again. “They are.” She had the same mixed-together 
voice as the man, except while his sounds were all growls, roars, and crashes, 
her voice was made of gentler sounds—chirping crickets, rustling leaves blown 
across the ground, and the tinkle of water tapping against a window pane. “I’m 
Divum and this is Caelum. Would you prefer to speak with the ishkabiddles? I 
rather think they looked quite splendid in their crowns and capes.” 

“We’d prefer to get some answers,” Kyja said, her face stern. “Some serious 


answers.” 

Caelum chuckled, and Marcus thought their constant laughter was going to 
get old fast. “I’m afraid you’ve come to the wrong place for serious answers. 
Didn’t you get enough of those from your water and land friends?” From the 
man’s tone, it was clear what he thought of the land and water elementals. 

Marcus snorted. “At least they didn’t attack us and put us through a bunch 
of stupid riddles.” 

“Welcomed you right in, did they?” Caelum held out his hand, which was 
made of tiny frogs, each puffing up its throat and croaking softly. Marcus 
wondered what would happen if they leaped away at once. Would the man lose 
his hand? Or would something else take their place? 

“Well . . .” Marcus hesitated. They’d had to pass several tests before they 
found the land elementals, and at least two of the tests could have killed them. 
When they’d tried to go through the wall around Water Keep, Marcus had been 
turned into a fish. 

Kyja clutched Marcus’s broken staff as if she was prepared to threaten these 
creatures the same way she’d threatened the ishkabiddles. “Are you air 
elementals? Real air elementals? This isn’t another trick or joke or test?” 

Divum nodded, and a cloud of butterflies flew from her hair. “We are.” 

Marcus remembered the birds on the windowsill—the ones that sounded 
like they were laughing. “Were you in the castle when we were trying to talk to 
the ishkabiddles>?” 

“We were.” 

“Then you know what we want,” Kyja said. “You know we need your help 
to open a doorway between Earth and Farworld.” 

Caelum and Divum looked at each other, both still smiling. 

“You think this is funny?” Marcus demanded. “Do you think it’s a big joke 
that we came all this way to ask for your help?” 

Caelum roared with laughter. He did a wild little jig, turning a circle as he 
danced. Inside his body, birds chirped and flew about, frogs jumped and croaked, 
flowers bloomed in wild profusion, sending their petals spinning into the air, 
before blooming again. “Of course it is.” He slapped his arms together like an 
alligator’s jaws. “Teeth of ice, racing snails, ishkabiddles on thrones. It’s a fine 
joke.” 

“One of the best I’ve heard in ages,” Divum agreed, covering her mouth. 

“Come on,” Kyja spun around. “Let’s get out of here.” 

“Someone should lock them up in a deep, dark dungeon,” Riph Raph said. 
“They’re crazy as beetles in a brushfire.” 

Marcus turned away, the weight of failure dragging at his shoulders like a 


boulder. To have come all this way, to have passed all of their tests—for nothing 
—was worse than not having made it at all. 

“Wait,” the woman called. “Where are you going?” 

Kyja threw her stick to the ground. “What do you care? You’re not going to 
help us.” 

“We never said that.” Caelum sounded as close to serious as either of them 
had. Then, as though the man couldn’t stand to keep a straight face for long, he 
grinned and added, “Perhaps it was the ishkabiddle king who refused your 
request.” 

“T don’t understand,” Marcus said, turning back. He remembered how 
annoyed he’d been by Cascade’s missing sense of humor. The water elemental 
took everything literally, with no trace of emotion. Now Marcus wished he could 
get one of the Fontasian’s straight answers. “You laughed when we asked for 
your help. You said it was funny.” 

“But it is.’ Divum tittered. She spread her arms, and the air filled with 
falling snow. Unlike ordinary snow, each tiny flake had the face of a man, 
woman, or child on it. “Life is funny. The struggles, the accomplishments, the 
triumphs, the failures.” 

“You laugh at people’s failures?” Kyja’s face scrunched in anger. “That’s 
horrible! What kind of monsters are you?” 

The male air elemental ran his frog fingers through his twig and leaf-filled 
hair as the snowflakes disappeared. “To not laugh at your own misfortunes, and 
those of others, would be to weep continually. A life like that would be... 
unbearable.” He raised his hands into claws, did an incredibly accurate 
impression of a bear’s growl, and chuckled. 

Marcus couldn’t understand these people—everything was a joke to them. 

But Kyja leaned over and whispered in his ear, “I don’t think they’re trying 
to be rude. I think it’s just the way they are. Their laughter is like the land 
elementals’ thirst for knowledge.” She turned to the Aerisians. “So will you help 
us?” 

Caelum looked at Divum and grinned. “I’m afraid it’s too late for that.” 

Marcus swept his hair out of his face. “What do you mean?” 

“Show them,” the man said. 

This time, Divum didn’t laugh. Instead, she puffed out her lower lip like a 
two-year-old who didn’t get a slice of birthday cake. “Must I?” She grinned 
impishly. “I could show them the courting rituals of a three-eyed long toe 
instead. They would laugh for hours.” 

Caelum began to chuckle, then shook his head. “No. They must see to 
understand.” 


“Fine.” The woman stomped her foot, making a blaze of colored flowers 
spread across the meadow around her. 

Suddenly, Marcus found himself suspended high in the air. Clouds floated 
by, and the trees below looked like toothpicks. He reached for something to grab 
on to and found only empty space. Kyja gripped his hand in hers. 

“What are you doing?” Marcus called to the air elementals floating beside 
them, wind blowing in his face. “Why did you bring us here?” 

Caelum pointed to their left. Kyja turned, and her face went white. 

Marcus looked down and felt his heart freeze in his chest. Terra ne Staric 
was laid out below them like a toy city. And it was under attack. Even from this 
distance, he could hear the muted crash of stone on stone and the rumble of 
timber being crushed. An army of brown giants pounded at the walls of the city, 
using tree trunks as battering rams and hurling boulders like baseballs. 

A small army of stone warriors and wizards, and a larger group of humans, 
stood against the giants, but it was clear they wouldn’t be able to hold the city 
for long. Even as Marcus watched, a distant trumpet sounded, and a city gate 
collapsed. 

“Do something,” Marcus said to the elementals. “We have to help them.” 

“Its not just this city,’ Caelum said. He turned to the woman floating 
beside him, and she reluctantly raised an arm. 

The view changed. Now they were above a city on fire. From the thick 
stone walls, Marcus knew it had to be Icehold. Smoke billowed into the sky, 
turned bloodred by the fires. Black-cloaked wizards walked the streets, bringing 
carnage with every step, while undead creatures swarmed like ants. A great, red 
creature, which had to be Bonesplinter, screamed and rose into the sky. For a 
moment, Marcus was sure it looked straight at him. He felt the knot in his chest 
tighten, and he looked at Kyja. Tears were streaming down her face. 

“Would you help them, too?” the man asked, no humor at all in his voice. 

“Yes!” Marcus said at once. “Of course.” 

Divum raised her other arm, and they were floating above the Noble River. 
Except it was no longer the lazy brown snake Marcus and Kyja had floated down 
months earlier. Now it was a raging torrent that washed away villages and cities, 
flooding homes and carrying away those caught in its ruthless grip. 

“And these?” Caelum asked, pointing to those caught in the flood. 

Marcus wiped at his burning eyes. 

“How can this be happening?” Kyja said. “There’s a drought. There 
shouldn’t be nearly enough water for floods.” 

Caelum motioned to Divum, and Marcus looked down on a range of snowy 
peaks that had to be the Windlash Mountains. On the side of the mountain, a 


group of humans fought against a swarm of what looked like winged octopuses. 
One of the humans cast a spell that knocked a monster from the air, and the 
people attacked it with their spears and swords. 

“Tt’s not completely hopeless,” Marcus said. “They’re winning.” 

The ground began to shake. Part of the mountain broke away, sending 
boulders rolling onto the humans. As they turned to flee, the mountain itself 
cracked open, and the tiny figures plunged into a black crevice that closed over 
them. 

Marcus thought he could hear their screams; black despair filled him. How 
could things be this bad? How did the Dark Circle get so powerful? Farworld 
was being torn apart. 

“Stop,” Riph Raph said, turning away from the carnage. 

Kyja clenched her eyes shut and pressed her hands to her ears. “Make it go 
away.” 

Divum nodded, and they were back on the island. The Aerisian wiped at her 
eyes and tried to smile. 

“You see?” the man said. “Laughter is the only thing that keeps us from 
weeping.” 


Chapter 25 


Traitors? 


Kyja could only stare at the ground, tears running down her cheeks and 
blurring her vision. This wasn’t the way things were supposed to happen. She 
and Marcus were supposed to get the four elements together, create the drift, and 
save their worlds. The Dark Circle was supposed to be defeated. 

After that? She didn’t know. But she knew it wasn’t supposed to end like 
this. She’d seen what the Dark Circle was capable of, and she’d rather be dead 
than live in a world ruled by them. 

“Would you like to tum into snow monkeys and belly slide down a 
glacier?” Divum asked. “That always cheers me up.” 

“No.” Kyja wiped her face with her palms and took a deep, shuddering 
breath. “If you knew it was too late, why did you bring us here? You did bring us 
here, didn’t you?” 

“Technically, a snail brought you. Which seems shell-fishly slow,” Caelum 
chuckled. 

“No. Shellfish would be if they came by crab.” The woman clicked her 
fingers together like claws, and her hands turned into dozens of tiny red and blue 
crabs snapping and clacking their pincers. 

Kyja fumed. How could they laugh at a time like this? Did they have no 
sympathy at all? 

Caelum sighed. “We brought you here because you were looking for us.” 

“And we grew tired of waiting,” Divum added. She put out her arms and 
twirled like a child, her dress of leaves and butterflies poofing about her legs. “I 
hate waiting. It’s so dull.” 

Riph Raph leaned close to Kyja’s ear. “I still think they’re crazy.” 

Marcus rubbed his bad leg. “I don’t understand something. If all that 
terrible stuff is happening right now, why don’t I feel it? My body always hurts 
when Farworld is in danger. But I feel better than ever.” 

“You aren’t in Farworld.” Divum laughed. “Those boring land elementals 
and stodgy water elementals are part of Farworld. But we are above it all. Just 
like the fire elementals are—” 

Caelum looked at her, cutting off whatever she was about to say. “Air is a 
magic of time and place,” he said. “You are not in the same place as what you 
saw happening to your world. Nor are you in that time.” 

“Then what time are we in?” Marcus got a strange look on his face, and 


Kyja thought she saw something pass between him and the Aerisian. 

“Here you are in no time at all,” Caelum said. “If you return to your when 
and where, you would arrive just before you began your journey here.” 

“Oh, but don’t go!” Divum said. She spread her arms, and the group was in 
the glass castle again, which was restored completely to the way it had been. She 
sat on the throne, petting the crowned ishkabiddle. Caelum was now dressed in 
the same gold armor and sword the ishkabiddle soldiers had been wearing 
earlier. “It’s been so long since we’ve had guests,” Divum said. “We can play so 
many games together.” 

Kyja stepped forward. “You’re saying that if we go back to Farworld, it will 
be before we saw the snail tracks?” she asked, trying to understand. 

Caelum admired his armor and pulled his sword from its scabbard. “I do 
look dashing in gold, don’t I?” He clapped, and suddenly his whole body was 
made of gold. “Do you think I look silly?” 

“Only if it’s fool’s gold.” Divum giggled and grinned. All at once, she was 
made of glittering diamonds, rubies, emeralds, and other precious stones. “Look, 
I am a gem and a jewel.” She smiled at Kyja. “Would you like to be a gem too? 
You’re not quite as polished as I am, but you could be a diamond in the rough.” 

“T don’t want to be anything but me.” Kyja fumed. “How long after we left 
Terra ne Staric will it be attacked?” 

If the Aerisians were upset by her outburst, they didn’t show it. “Two of 
your days. Maybe three,” the man said. He pulled out his sword, which was as 
golden as the rest of him, and said, “I have three golden arms.” 

Kyja chewed on her lip, thinking. “Three days. That’s enough time to warn 
the city of the attack and maybe even to stop it.” 

“But it’s not just Terra ne Staric that’s in trouble.” Marcus shook his head. 
“The Dark Circle seems to be everywhere. The floods and earthquakes. How did 
they do it? And what were those giants?” 

“T thought you’d never ask,” Caelum said. “I hope you don’t take offense, 
but humans seem a bit . . . scattered at times.” His golden arms and legs 
separated themselves from his torso and wandered leisurely around the throne 
room, while his head floated several inches above his neck. 

“Unfocused,” the woman agreed, becoming suddenly so fuzzy it hurt Kyja’s 
eyes to look at her. 

Caelum’s left arm returned to rub his chin. “How could mere humans 
harness such amazing powers?” his floating head asked. “It’s a bit of a puzzle.” 

Divum’s glittering gem body blew apart like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. 
“Oh, I love puzzles.” 

“T think I’m going to be sick,” Riph Raph said. 


“Would you stop fooling around?” Marcus demanded. “How are we 
supposed to think with you changing all the time?” 

The golden arm rubbing the Aerisian’s chin grabbed his head and offered it 
to Marcus. “Maybe another head would help?” 

“No thanks,” Marcus said, waving it away. “I think Pll just use my own.” 

Divum’s body changed to a flock of birds. “Perhaps they need a hint,” she 
chirped. “What do quakes, floods, and golems have in common?” 

“Ts that what those giants were?” Marcus asked. “Golems?” 

Kyja tried to think. “They destroy things?” 

Riph Raph shuddered. “They are all things we should stay as far away from 
as possible. Which goes double for these lunatics, if you want my opinion.” 

“We don’t,” Marcus snapped. He whispered to Kyja, “What’s a golem?” 

In her search for air elementals, she’d learned a lot more about Farworld’s 
creatures than she ever imagined possible. “They’re magic creatures made out of 
dirt and water mixed into . . . That’s it!” She looked at the Aerisians with a grin. 
“They both have to do with land and water. Quakes come from land. Floods 
come from water. And golems come from land and water mixed together.” 

The birds making up the woman’s body chirped excitedly. 

“But what does that have to do with anything?” Marcus asked. “It doesn’t 
explain how the Dark Circle is creating so much damage.” 

“He’s slowwwww,” the Caelum said, and his body snapped back together, 
changing from gold to tiny snails, slugs, and turtles. “I think Pll take a nap. 
Wake me up when he figures it out. At this rate, he’ll be an old man.” 

Kyja frowned. “I guess you could use water magic to make floods. But 
you’d still need enough water to do it. And there hasn’t been any rain for six 
months. Besides, all the wizards have been saying that water magic hasn’t been 
working very well.” 

“What?” Marcus asked, his face suddenly intense. “What’s that about water 
magic?” 

“Tt hasn’t been working,” Kyja said. “Water and land magic both. The spells 
have all been weak or useless.” 

“Really?” Marcus asked. “I thought it was just me. Or maybe it was 
because I was on Earth. I haven’t been able to cast almost any of the land or 
water spells Master Therapass gave me. And when I do, they’re weak. It was 
like the elementals themselves didn’t want me to use their magic.” 

The birds chirped louder, but the man just yawned. “Are they still here>?” 

“Tt doesn’t make sense,” Kyja said. “If no one is having much luck using 
land or water magic, the only ones who could do something that powerful would 
be...” She stared at Marcus, a terrible thought occurring to her. 


Marcus must have had the same idea. His forehead wrinkled. “The 
elementals would never willingly help the Dark Circle.” 

“Absolutely not,” Kyja agreed. 

Marcus bit his lower lip. “Where are Cascade and Lanctrus-Damoc? The 
last I heard, Master Therapass had sent them out on some quests.” 

“They haven’t come back,” Kyja said. “Lanctrus-Darnoc went with the 
stone wizards and warriors. No one knows where Cascade went. Master 
Therapass sent him out on a secret mission six months ago—the same time the 
army left. But neither of them has come back.” 

Marcus’s eyes went dark. “Wait, how long did you say it’s been since the 
last rain?” 

“Six months. The drought started the same time the land began shaking.” 
She put her hand to her mouth, understanding what Marcus was thinking. “Ever 
since Cascade and Lanctrus-Darnoc left.” 

“Put a rose on his nose,” Caelum said, and a large red rose bloomed on the 
front of Marcus’s face. 


Chapter 26 


Fun and Games 


I knew we couldn’t trust the blue-faced water-wielder,” Riph Raph said. 
“Didn’t I tell you there was something fishy about that boy? And any creature 
that can’t decide whether it’s a pig or a fox is no good as far as I’m concerned.” 

Marcus slapped the rose away from his face, the blossoms dropping into a 
pile at his feet. “I don’t believe it. The elementals would never join the Dark 
Circle. Why would they? Do they want to see Farworld destroyed?” 

Kyja turned to the Aerisians. “It’s not true, is it?” she pleaded. “Tell me the 
water and land elementals haven’t joined the Dark Circle.” 

“The water and land elementals haven’t joined the Dark Circle,” the birds 
repeated, mimicking Kyja’s voice. The woman reappeared. “Tl tell you that the 
sky is syrup, and grass is made of mint jelly, if you’d like. But that doesn’t make 
it true.” 

“T like the sound of jelly grass,’ Caelum said. “It would squish between 
your toes when you walked on it. And if we added a few bread trees, we could 
have all the sandwiches we wanted.” 

“Oh, and what about sausage shrubs?” Divum squealed. “I love sliced 
sausage and mint jelly sandwiches. Should we start now, do you think?” 

“Stop it!” Marcus shouted, and the Aerisians stared at him like two children 
caught passing notes. “You said you’d answer our questions.” 

“Fine,” the man huffed. “We will answer exactly three questions. Then I’m 
having a jelly-grass sandwich.” 

“With sausage,” Divum added. 

It was probably the best they were going to get, Marcus decided. “You 
first,” he told Kyja. 

“Do you know for a fact that the water and land elementals are helping the 
Dark Circle?” 

“Yes,” Caelum said, holding up one finger. 

Marcus felt like someone had just punched him in the face. He wanted to 
tell the Aerisians that they were lying. That Cascade and Lanctrus-Darnoc were 
friends. That they’d fought against the Dark Circle side by side with the people 
of Terra ne Staric. How could they have turned their backs on them to join with 
evil? 

Yet it all made too much sense. The only time he’d ever seen water and land 
magic this powerful was when Cascade and Lanctrus-Darnoc fought against the 


Keepers. “I guess that’s how they knew we were in Icehold. The Fontasians must 
have been spying on us.” He pressed his hands against the sides of his head, 
trying to push away a headache that felt like it would split his skull in two. “Are 
humans strong enough to stop them?” 

Neither of the Aerisians bothered to answer. The man simply shook his 
head and ticked off his second finger. 

“You have to help us.” Kyja dropped to her knees. “You must fight against 
the Dark Circle. Please say you will.” 

Caelum shook his head. “We are not fighters.” 

“We are laughers,” Divum said. “Jokesters and tricksters. Lovers of beauty 
and players of games.” 

“Then why not think of this as a game?” Marcus said. “The air elementals 
against the land and water elementals.” 

“A game.” Caelum tapped his foot, which was currently made of wood 
chips and gray and brown moths. “With you as our partners?” 

“Sure,” Marcus said. “We’re good at games. We got past your puns, didn’t 
we?” 

Kyja bobbed her head. “And if you go back with us, we’d have two or three 
days to prepare before the attacks.” 

“Tt’s been ages since we left Air Keep,” Divum said. “It might be fun.” 

Caelum grinned. “There would be lots of humans to play jokes on.” 

“I can think of several right now,” Kyja said. “Will you do it?” 

The man whispered to the woman. She giggled and whispered something 
back. 

“We will,” they said at the same time. 

“Yes!” Marcus punched his fist in the air. 

“T don’t like it,” Riph Raph grumped. 

“On one condition,” the Aerisians said, speaking as one. 

Marcus got a tight feeling in his gut. Somehow he knew it couldn’t be that 
easy. “What’s the condition?” 

Caelum and Divum glanced at each other and nodded. “That you prove 
yourselves worthy.” 





“I told you I didn’t like it,” Riph Raph groused. “You can’t trust anything 
these bubble brains say.” 

“Hush,” Kyja said. At least there was a chance the air elementals might 
help them, which was more than they’d had before. She brushed her hands over 
her hair, again wishing that she was wearing something more presentable than a 
ragged robe. “How do we prove we’re worthy?” 


“Tt’s quite easy.” Caelum laughed. “But rather difficult.” 

“Simple,” Divum agreed. “But complicated.” 

“Tt can’t be easy and hard,” Marcus said. “And it’s either complicated, or 
it’s simple.” 

“On the contrary,” the woman said. “Some of the best things in life are 
both.” 

“Well?” Kyja folded her arms across her chest. “What is it? Another riddle 
to solve?” 

“No.” Divum shook her head. “I’m tired of riddles.” 

“A game, then?” the man suggested. A look passed between him and the 
woman, and suddenly Kyja had a feeling that none of this was random. The air 
elementals seemed silly on their surface. So then why did she have a feeling 
they’d been planning this all along? 

“What kind of game?” Marcus asked. 

Both Aerisians appeared to consider the question. 

“The box?” Caelum asked with a twinkle in his eyes. 

“Yes.” Divum clapped her hands and bounced. “The box.” She gave a 
piercing whistle, and an ishkabiddle hurried into the room. On its back was a 
silver eight-sided box. The woman picked it up, balancing it in one hand as she 
ran the fingers of the other across it. Kyja recognized the symbol engraved on 
the top of the box: a loop with a curlicue on one end—the symbol for air. 

The Aerisian handed Kyja the box. It was lighter than she expected, but it 
felt solid. She turned it over in her hands. “What is it?” 

“This is the game piece,” the man said. “Next, we need a playing field. 
Come.” He led them through the throne room, down the stairs, and out of the 
castle. When they reached the gardens, he waved a hand toward the sky. 

Kyja looked up to see six or seven creatures circling in the air above them. 
She’d never seen anything like them before. They had curved bodies with 
graceful necks and long, flowing tails. Their clawed feet were tucked against the 
fronts and backs of their silvery purple bodies. They each had broad wings, but 
when the Aerisian summoned them, they moved by pumping their bodies in a 
swimming motion instead of flapping their wings. 

“They look a little like seahorses with wings,” Marcus whispered. 

Kyja had no idea what a seahorse was, but she was awed by the sight of the 
magnificent creatures. “What are they?” 

“Ciralati,” Divum said. “Each ciralatus is born of the clouds and fed by the 
wind.” 

Four of the ciralati landed in the garden, somehow managing not to crush a 
single flower or bend so much as a blade of grass. 


“Here,” the woman said, handing Kyja and Marcus the coats they’d left on 
the first island. “You’ll need these.” The Aerisians lifted Marcus and Kyja onto 
the creatures’ backs. Kyja had never seen the woman leave them; when did she 
get their coats? 

Caelum glanced at Riph Raph. “Would you like to ride?” 

The skyte shook his head. “I prefer my own wings.” 

“Do you think you can keep up?” Divum laughed. 

“Are you kidding?” Riph Raph puffed out his chest. “Skytes are the kings 
of the sky.” One of the ciralati glanced over with violet eyes, and Riph Raph 
coughed. “No offense.” 

“Where are we going?” Marcus asked as the Aerisians climbed onto their 
mounts. 

The man grinned. “Somewhere you may be familiar with.” 

Marcus stiffened as his ciralatus lifted into the sky. Kyja tried to catch his 
eye, but for some reason, he wouldn’t look at her. 

Riding the ciralatus was like rafting on air. For the next few minutes, she 
forgot about all of their problems. The creatures bounced from one invisible 
current to another, climbing up and sliding down, like fish in a rushing river. 
Occasionally, out of the corner of her eye, she caught sight of other ciralati 
soaring through the clouds above them. 

“Are those more Aerisians?” she asked. 

“Yes,” Caelum called back. 

“How many are there?” Kyja wondered why she and Marcus had only come 
across these two. 

Divum laughed. “How many leaves are in the trees, or flowers in the 
garden, or butterflies in the sky?” That wasn’t much of an answer. Then again, 
the Aerisians didn’t seem very informative about anything. 

The ciralati climbed so high, it was hard to breathe and the air turned icy 
cold. But Kyja found that by leaning into the soft skin of her mount, she could 
stay warm. The Aerisians led them through clouds and swirls of bone-chilling 
fog, until, at last, a single mountain peak appeared. The creatures circled the top, 
and Kyja spotted a dark opening in the snow below. She glanced at Marcus; he 
was Staring at the opening, eyes wide with what looked like horror. 

“What’s wrong?” she called as her ciralatus flew downward. 

Marcus shook his head, his face white. 

At the mouth of the dark opening, wind whistled around them. One by one, 
the ciralati folded their wings and dove inside. A circular chasm led down and 
down, until the last ciralatus came to a landing on the floor of the pit. Kyja gazed 
around her and realized that each side was a frozen waterfall. 


“Look,” she said, pointing to the nearest. “There’s something inside the ice. 
I think it might be a man.” 

Marcus climbed off his mount and faced the Aerisians, eyes flaring. “No 
deal. We won’t do it.” Suddenly, his face went white, and he collapsed to the 
ground. 


Chapter 27 


Finding the Truth 


Ever since the air elementals had started talking about time, Marcus had 
had a bad feeling. He’d thought it was just nerves, but his recent experience with 
traveling through time had been too painful—what he had seen in the future was 
impossible to forget, even with everything that had happened since. 

But as soon as the Aerisian mentioned going back to Marcus’s When, his 
mind had flashed back to the Is, the Was and most importantly, the Will Be. Was 
it possible the Aerisians talking about magically returning to a different time was 
just a coincidence? After all, the air elementals were on Farworld. How could 
they know about something that had happened to him on Earth? 

But he was almost sure that the freezing cavern Elder Ephraim’s mirror had 
taken him to hadn’t been on Earth. And could it be a coincidence that ever since 
he had decided to leave the monastery, everything strange thing that had 
happened to him revolved around time? The Is, the Was, and the Will Be, Terra 
ne Staric being frozen, and now the air elementals. 

Things were beginning to add up. The monk who wasn’t a monk. The way 
he was led to the mirror. The note Kyja found. Some unseen force keeping him 
from telling Master Therapass what he’d seen. Mr. Z stopping time and then 
bringing them to Air Keep. All of it seemed to point to one thing: whatever was 
happening here wasn’t coincidence. 

Were he and Kyja really convincing the air elementals to help them? Or 
were the elementals the ones doing the convincing? If so, what were they trying 
to accomplish? 

When the Aerisian told him he might be familiar with where they were 
going, Marcus was almost certain. And as soon as he saw where they were flying 
to, there was no doubt left in his mind. This whole thing was a trick—possibly 
even a trap—but he wasn’t going to get caught here again. 

As soon as Marcus told them he refused to play their game, the pain that 
had disappeared from his body as they entered Air Keep returned with a 
sickening jolt. His right leg buckled in agony, and he fell to the ground. 

“What’s wrong?” Kyja jumped off of her ciralatus and ran to his side. 

Groaning in pain, he felt like he was reliving his first time here. His body 
aching, the bitter cold, the tiny circle of gray sky far overhead. All that was 
missing was the roaring of the waterfalls, the fog, and the coins. 

He pushed himself up so that he could look the Aerisians in the eye. “It’s 


been you all along, hasn’t it?” 

“Who else would we be?” Caelum laughed. “It’s far too much fun being 
ourselves.” 

“Tve always wanted to be a tree,” Divum said. “It might be fun to branch 
out.” Her arms changed to sweeping pine branches. 

But Marcus wasn’t buying their act anymore. “You set this all up. You 
made me think I was in danger at the monastery. You made Kyja bring me over. 
How did you convince Mr. Z to help? Pl bet he knows all about your act.” 

“What are you talking about?” Kyja said. 

Marcus noticed the box in her hand. “Is that what this is all about? What’s 
in there that you need? And why do you need our help to open it?” 

“The cold has frozen his brain,” Divum said. 

“You asked for our help. Are you getting cold feet now?” The man grinned, 
but Marcus sensed something behind his smile as he said, “If you don’t think 
you can win the game, just say so.” 

Kyja looked down at her slippers. “My feet and my hands are cold. Does 
that have something to do with the game?” 

Marcus glanced at Kyja and a thought occurred to him. He turned to the 
Aerisians. “Where did you learn the saying ‘cold feet’?” 

“It... it’s a common expression here,” Caelum’s smile disappeared 
momentarily but quickly returned. “A play on words. Meaning ‘to back out of a 
promise.’” 

“Have you ever heard it?” Marcus asked Kyja. 

She shook her head. 

“That’s because it’s not from Farworld. It’s from Earth.” He glared at the 
man and woman. “Tell us who you really are—and why you brought us here—or 
the game’s over. I quit.” 





“You would let your world be destroyed?” Caelum asked, a grin still 
lurking at the corner of his mouth. 

“No,” Kyja said at once. Whatever Marcus was doing, he had to stop it 
before this went too far. Without the Aerisians’ help, Terra ne Staric would be 
destroyed—quite possibly with the rest of Farworld—and their chance of 
opening a drift would be doomed. 

“Tt is our game,” Divum said. “We set the rules.” 

“We’re not playing your game anymore,” Marcus said. 

“Stop it!” Kyja hissed. Had he gone crazy? “Yes, we are playing.” 

Marcus held up one hand. “Do you notice they keep saying your world will 
be destroyed? As if Farworld doesn’t matter to them one way or the other?” 


“We’re above your world.” The woman giggled and waved her hands. “We 
don’t care what happens down there.” 

Something about that didn’t sound right. “If you don’t care what happens 
outside Air Keep, why did it matter that we were searching for you?” Kyja 
asked. 

“As we told you,” Caelum said, “we grew bored waiting for your tiresome 
search to lead you to us.” 

“But if you don’t care what happens on Farworld, it shouldn’t have 
mattered whether we found you or not.” 

“There’s something they aren’t telling us,” Marcus said. “They went to a lot 
of trouble to get us both here. Then they acted like they didn’t care once we got 
here. The whole thing from the puns to the ishkabiddles was all a trick to make 
us think we were earning the right to see them. But if they didn’t have a reason 
for needing us here, they never would have sent Mr. Z.” 

Kyja thought back to her feeling before that this whole thing had been 
orchestrated—that the silliness was at least partly an act. 

“Give them back the box,” Marcus said. “They were right; this place is 
familiar, and we’re leaving.” 

Kyja glanced at him curiously. How could this place be familiar? There was 
no way Marcus could have been here before. She looked at the carved silver box 
in her hand. If they left now, and the Aerisians let them go .. . She just had to 
hope Marcus knew what he was talking about. Gritting her teeth, she held out 
her hand and offered them the box. 

“This is your last chance,” Caelum said. “If you choose to leave the game 
now, you will never return to Air Keep again. The Dark Circle will destroy your 
world.” 

Kyja looked at Marcus, her heart pounding. Unless he was absolutely 
positive, giving the box back now would be making a terrible mistake. He 
nodded. 

“Take it!” Kyja raised the box over her shoulder like a ball, cocked her arm, 
and swung it forward, but before she could throw it, Divum cried out. 

“Wait!” 

The man grimaced. 

“We have no choice,” she said. 

“There will be others,” he snarled. 

“No.” Divum studied Marcus and Kyja and shook her head. “They are 
different. They are the ones.” 

“Are you going to tell us what’s really going on here?” Marcus asked. “Or 
should we leave?” He pointed behind him. “I’m pretty sure this one will take us 


back to Terra ne Staric.” 

Kyja looked where he was pointing. There was nothing but a frozen 
waterfall, with what she was almost sure was an old man encased inside it. What 
did he mean by saying it would take them home? Obviously the Aerisians 
weren’t the only ones keeping secrets. Could this have something to do with 
what he’d been hiding from her? 

“Very well,” the man said. 

Kyja felt her body sag with relief. 

“Who are you?” Marcus asked. “Are you part of the Dark Circle?” 

Divum giggled, and Kyja’s temper flared. 

“Tm sorry,” Divum said, putting a hand to her mouth. “It’s just... do you 
really think any humans are powerful enough to do what you’ve seen us do? Do 
you think the ciralati would answer the call of a mortal?” 

Caelum grinned. “In some ways, you appear so intelligent. And in others, 
your foolishness is beyond imagining.” 

“Then you really are air elementals,” Kyja said. She didn’t know what she 
would have done if they’d come all this way only to discover that the two of 
them were frauds. 

“See the Lords of Air—Above the clouds they creep,” Divum said. “Isn’t 
that how your poem goes?” 

Kyja nodded. 

“Creep,” Caelum said disdainfully. “Have you ever seen an Aerisian 
creep?” 

Kyja had to admit she hadn’t. And it really didn’t seem in their nature to, 
now that she’d met them. 

Riph Raph flicked his tail. “Maybe you should do a little more creeping and 
a little less dancing and twirling.” 

Caelum flipped his hands dismissively. “And perhaps as a creature who 
relies on flight, you should show more respect to the Lords of the Air.” 

The skyte gulped and ducked his head. 

“Now that we know who and what you are, isn’t it time you tell us why you 
brought us here and what you want from us?” Kyja asked. 

Divum looked at Caelum. “That may take some time,” she said. 

Marcus, who was still lying on the ground, shivered and said, “In that c- 
case, how about if we go s-somewhere a little warmer?” 


Chapter 28 


The Referee 


Marcus reclined on a large pillow inside the throne room, sipping a hot 
drink that tasted like a mix of caramel, nuts, honey, and peppermint. It was light 
and foamy, tickling his nose when he accidentally inhaled a little of it. 

Kyja, who sat on a pillow beside him, rubbed her stomach and groaned with 
delight. “This is delicious. What is it?” 

“You wouldn’t be able to pronounce it without choking on your tongue,” 
Divum said with a grin that left Marcus unsure if she was joking or not. 

Marcus took another long swallow. “You know, if you’d just given us a 
drink of this first, you wouldn’t have needed all those tricks.” 

“Who says your drink isn’t a trick as well?” Caelum said with a straight 
face. It wasn’t until Marcus jerked the cup away from his mouth that the 
Aerisian chuckled. 

“Very funny.” Marcus looked from one air elemental to the other—if that 
was really what they were. “You’ve gone to all the trouble to get us here. Who 
wants to tell us the real reason?” 

Divum, who sat on the throne again, tucked her feet under her, flowers and 
butterflies swirling about her legs. “You are here because you want our help.” 

Kyja turned the box in her fingers. “But what do you want?” 

“Tsn’t it obvious?” Divum smiled. “We want to help you.” 

“Fine,” Marcus said, sick of all the lies and half-truths. “Then agree to help 
us now, with no tricks or games or tests.” 

“You must prove yourselves worthy,” Caelum said. “By winning our—” 

“Stop it!” Kyja jumped off her pillow, spilling her drink. “Why do we have 
to prove anything? Why do we have to play your games or figure out your 
riddles? Why not help us because it’s the right thing to do? Because we need 
you? Because Farworld needs you?” 

Marcus could have hugged her. 

Divum stuck out her lower lip. “Because we can’t.” 

The room went totally silent. Kyja stared at the air elemental with a look of 
disbelief. Even Caelum seemed surprised. 

“You mean you won’t,” Marcus said. 

“No.” Divum shook back her hair, colored leaves falling to her lap. “We 
cannot help you.” 

Caelum walked to the throne and placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder. 


“Divum speaks the truth. We are unable to help you, no matter how much we 
may want to.” 

“Are you two going to listen to these lying leaf-bird-bug creatures?” Riph 
Raph said. “Don’t you get it? They say the land and water elementals are 
working with the Dark Circle, but they’re the ones who lured the two of you all 
the way up here while Farworld gets destroyed.” 

Marcus looked from Riph Raph to the Aerisians. For once he agreed with 
the skyte. They’d been so eager to find the air elementals and get their help that 
they never considered it might be a ploy to get the two of them out of the way. 

Kyja stared into Divum’s eyes. “I think she’s telling the truth.” 

“How can she be?” Marcus stood—the pain he’d felt earlier was gone. 
“You’ve seen the kind of powers they have.” 

“Only here,” Caelum said softly. 

“Huh?” Marcus had no idea what that meant. 

Divum waved her arms, sending swarms of black and yellow butterflies 
rising toward the ceiling. “The reason we fill our world with such elaborate 
creatures, plants, and buildings is because it’s the only world we have. We are 
forbidden from leaving it.” 

Marcus opened his mouth, found he had nothing to say, and closed it. 

Riph Raph sputtered. 

It was Kyja who finally found her voice. “You can’t leave Air Keep?” 

The Aerisians shook their heads. “Water and land are of your world,” 
Caelum said. “Air is above it. And fire . . . well, that is a discussion for another 
time.” 

Marcus couldn’t believe it. All this time. All the puns. All of it was a total 
waste. “It really was just a game for you, wasn’t it? You thought it was funny to 
see how far we’d go to get your help even though you knew it was pointless.” 

Caelum gave a deep, throaty laugh that made Marcus want to throw 
something at him. “It was funny. And it is a game. But that’s not why we 
brought you here. At least, not the only reason.” 

It was Kyja—the one who was always so good at understanding others— 
who finally figured it out. She held up the box. “This isn’t just a game piece. It’s 
the whole reason you brought us here, isn’t it?” 

Divum nodded. 

“What’s inside?” Marcus asked, still furious. “What’s so important that you 
brought us here, lied to us, and tried to trick us into opening it for you?” 

“A key,” Caelum said. “The key to our freedom.” 


- s < - 


In all of her studies, Kyja had been mystified about why no one had ever 


been able to see even a sign of an air elemental. Now she understood. The 
Aerisians couldn’t leave Air Keep. They were trapped here, looking down on a 
world they couldn’t reach. 

And while a part of her was as angry as Marcus for the Aerisians’ 
deception, another part of her understood their reasons completely. She knew 
how it felt to see a world you could never be a part of. 

“Why didn’t you just tell us?” she asked. 

“We didn’t think you’d help,” Divum said. 

“Why would you help us,” Caeulm said, “unless you thought it was to your 
advantage?” He smiled in a way that made Kyja feel uncomfortable. 

“That’s the thing with all of you elementals,” Marcus growled. “All you 
think of is yourselves. Did it ever occur to you we might help you because it’s 
the right thing to do? Because we could?” 

“T don’t think it’s their fault,’ Kyja said. “I don’t think empathy is an 
emotion they understand.” It was something she’d been thinking a lot about 
lately. Way back when Master Therapass first told them that the elementals 
wouldn’t work with one another, she’d thought it was because they were 
stubborn. Or maybe because no one had ever asked them to. Now she was 
beginning to wonder if cooperation was something elementals were incapable of. 
Even if she and Marcus did manage to gather all four, it might not matter. 

“T don’t care what their problem is,” Marcus said. “Before, we might have 
been willing to help you because we could. Now, you’ve lost that chance. If you 
want us to get your key, it’s going to cost you.” 

Kyja pulled him close. “I don’t think this is the way to handle them,” she 
whispered in his ear. 

“What do you mean?” 

She backed him away from the Aerisians and kept her voice low. 
“Remember what the Augur Well told us?” 

“Kind of.” He squinted his eyes in concentration. “Um, three would join us. 
That was Screech, Tankum, and Rhaidnan.” 

Kyja nodded, her heart aching at the memory of the hunter’s betrayal and 
ultimate sacrifice. 

“Dreams and old enemies,” Marcus scratched his head. “There was 
something else.” 

“Tt told us that one of us had family looking for us,” Kyja said. That was 
something she’d been thinking a lot about too. “But it also said a key would 
bring great power and great danger.” 

“T thought that meant the gauntlet,’ Marcus whispered. “It was powerful 
and dangerous.” 


“But it wasn’t a key,” Kyja said. “What if the key that the oracle was 
prophesying about is inside this box?” The silver octagon, which had felt so light 
at first, seemed to have taken on a great weight. “I think we need to find out 
what’s in here.” 

Marcus nodded. “T still don’t trust them.” 

“T don’t either,” Kyja admitted. She especially had a strange feeling about 
Caelum—like he looked at humans as less than him. Play things. 

“You spoke of a cost,” Caelum said, as Marcus and Kyja returned to the 
throne. “Are you suggesting a bargain of some sort?” 

“Not a bargain,” Kyja said. “A promise. We promise to open the box, and 
you promise to help us fight the Dark Circle.” 

“And open a drift,” Marcus said. 

The Aerisians glanced at each other. “That seems like a high price for such 
a little thing as opening a box,” the woman said. 

Marcus sneered. It’s actually a pretty low price . . . for your freedom.” 

“Very well,” Caelum said. “You open the box. Once we are free to leave Air 
Keep, we will send Aerisians to aid you in your quests.” 

Divum gave him a look Kyja didn’t understand. 

“Let us bring forth a witness to attest to our bargain,” Caelum said. 

“What kind of witness?” Kyja asked. “Aren’t the five of us enough?” 

Divum stood. “No agreement is complete without a judge to certify the 
arrangements. What do you call someone in your world who witnesses a contest, 
handing down impartial rulings?” 

“A referee?” Marcus said, clearly dubious. 

“Who could we use that we would both trust?” Kyja asked. 

“Not another one of your creatures,” Riph Raph said. “I don’t trust any of 
them.” 

Caelum grinned. “I believe I know just such an individual.” The Aerisian 
waved his hands, and a figure tumbled into the room, arms and legs flying like a 
windmill. A top hat flipped off his head, and a pair of large, white dice dropped 
out of his hand, clattering across the floor to land in front of the throne. 

“What’s this?” the little man sputtered, leaping to his feet and reaching for 
his hat. “Who summoned me? I was in the middle of a very important . . .” He 
looked up at Caelum, who was smiling, and Marcus, who was not, and shoved 
his hands in his coat pockets. “Oh.” 

“Mr. Z!” Marcus shouted. “You think Mr. Z is an impartial judge?” 

“We trust him,” Divum said. 

“Of course you do.” Marcus’s face was scarlet with fury. “He’s been 
working for you all along.” 


Divum giggled. “That’s how we know he’s trustworthy.” 

Caelum clapped Mr. Z on the shoulder. “We must have someone who can 
witness anything that might take place whether on Farworld or on Earth. He’s 
the only one capable of following the two of you.” 

“Wait, you can go to Earth?” Marcus stared at Mr. Z, his mouth hanging 
open. “It was you, wasn’t it? You were the one who tricked me into entering the 
mirror.” 

“What do you mean?” Kyja asked. 

Marcus jabbed a finger toward Mr. Z. “All along I’ve been thinking the air 
elementals were the ones who moved my papers in the monastery. But they can’t 
go to Earth. You did it, didn’t you? And. . .” His mouth dropped open. “Were 
you Father Shaun?” 

Mr. Z rubbed his glasses furiously on the lapel of his coat, his nose bright 
red. “I might have spent a little time pretending to be a certain monk.” 

“Did you leave the note on my bed?” Kyja asked. 

The little man cleared his throat noisily. 

Divum grinned. “He shall be our—what did you call it—referee?” 

“He is not going to be the referee,” Marcus sputtered. “No way is he 
impartial.” 

“The boy’s quite right.” Mr. Z scurried across the room and picked up his 
dice. “I have very important business to attend to. Big things going on. Far too 
busy to referee anything. If you’ll excuse me, PU—” 

Kyja stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him in a bear hug that 
squeezed the air from the little man’s lungs in an audible whoosh. “We’ll take 
him,” she said. 


Chapter 29 


Exsalusentia 


Are you crazy?” Marcus whispered. “That sneaky little guy has been lying 
to us ever since we met him. We can’t trust him.” 

“T don’t think he’s ever actually lied,” Kyja said. “He just didn’t always tell 
us everything.” 

“He didn’t tell us anything,” Riph Raph said. “I don’t trust him. And I 
definitely don’t trust his snail.” 

The three of them stood on the other side of the throne room while the 
Aerisians watched and Mr. Z fidgeted. 

“He’s strange,” Kyja admitted. “But I’ve had a good feeling about him ever 
since we met him in Land Keep. There’s something about him. I don’t 
understand what exactly, but I think he can help us.” 

Marcus rolled his eyes. “Okay, but I still don’t like it.” They walked back to 
the throne, Marcus leaning only a little on Kyja for support. “Let’s go over the 
rules again. Just so there are no misunderstandings down the road. We open the 
box, and you help us fight the Dark Circle and open a drift. No tricks.” 

“No tricks.” Caelum smiled as though Marcus had told an especially good 
joke. “A fair game.” 

Kyja examined the box, but she couldn’t locate a keyhole, lid, button, or 
latch of any kind. “How do we open it?” 

Divum gave a startled laugh. Caelum blinked, as though unsure if Kyja was 
serious, then clutched his stomach, doubling over as he guffawed. Even Mr. Z 
chuckled into his silk handkerchief. 

Kyja looked at Marcus, wondering how she had missed the joke, but he 
seemed as confused as she was. “What’s so funny?” 

Caelum wiped his eyes and laughed even harder. Mr. Z honked his big red 
nose. 

“What’s wrong with you people?” Marcus scowled. “We agreed to your 
rules. So tell us what we’re supposed to do. Is it another riddle? A quest? Do we 
have to defeat a dragon?” 

Divum dropped into her throne and rested her chin in her palm. “Your 
question is just so silly. If we knew how to open it, we would have done it long 
ago ourselves.” 

It took a moment for their words to sink in. When they did, Kyja felt all her 
confidence that things would work out slipping away. “You mean you don’t 


know how to open it?” 

Caelum hiccupped and tried to control his laughter. “Of course not.” 

Marcus collapsed onto his pillow as though his strength had suddenly left 
him. “You must have some idea. I mean, it’s your box, isn’t it? Is it magic? Does 
it have a key? Whoever gave it to you must have given instructions.” 

Caelum paced the room, his spear in his hand. “It has been with us always. 
It is called Exsalusentia.” 

“That’s a mouthful,” Riph Raph said. “Sounds like something you’d drink 
for an upset stomach.” 

The Aerisians frowned. “It means salvation, destruction, and freedom,” 
Caelum said. “It is the most sacred of all items in Air Keep. It is said that in the 
day it is opened, all Aerisians shall be freed from the chains which bind us here, 
to choose their destiny—be it salvation or destruction.” 

Kyja wasn’t sure she’d want to open something that could cause her own 
destruction. “But if you don’t know how to open it, what makes you think we 
can?” 

For the first time, Kyja saw an Aerisian look truly angry. Caelum spun 
around to face Mr. Z, his spear clenched in one hand. “You said they were the 
ones!” 

Mr. Z coughed, backing away as the Aerisian stalked after him. “I believe I 
said they might . . . that is, based on thoroughly verified, but not entirely 
substantiated . . . which is to say, the likelihood is that . . . yes, I believe they are 
the ones who can open your box.” 

Marcus shook his head at the Aerisians. “You mean to tell me that you took 
the word of a man who spends his time watching snails joust?” This time, he was 
the one laughing, while the Aerisians looked confused. “Oh, that’s just great. 
Well, now you know what it feels like to have the joke on you. You’ve just 
wasted your time.” He got up from his pillow and turned to Kyja. “Let’s go. 
Maybe they’ll introduce Mr. Z to their puns. I hope you like fruit!” 

Caelum reached down to grab Mr. Z by the arm. He lifted the little man, 
squirming, into the air. “If you have lied to us, your debt is still unpaid. We will 


Mr. Z tried to wriggle away, but the Aerisian’s grip was too tight. Caelum 
tilted him upside down, and a profusion of items fell from his pockets. Glasses, 
coins, dice, cards, snails, old shoes, mismatched socks, wands, silverware, and 
even a large green soup bowl clattered to the floor. 

“Help!” he shouted to Kyja and Marcus. “Tell him to unhand me!” 

“Put him down.” Kyja ran to Mr. Z, grabbing him around the waist. For a 
moment, she and Caelum both tugged at the little man, in different directions, 


and Kyja was afraid the Aerisian would pick them both up and fling them across 
the room. Finally, he released his grip. She stumbled backward—barely 
managing to set Mr. Z down before the two of them fell over. 

“Why did you think we could open the box?” she asked him, trying to catch 
her breath. 

Mr. Z gave an anxious glance toward Caelum, his face pale. “You passed 
the land elementals’ tests, didn’t you?” His voice was a little more shrill than 
normal. “And you entered the walls of Water Keep, which no human has ever 
done. You can’t open a drift without all four elementals, and the Aerisians can’t 
leave Air Keep until the box is opened. So, if A equals B, and B equals C, ideo 
non constat . . .” 

“Cut the garbage,” Marcus said. “You made this whole thing up to save 
yourself. What was that about you paying a debt?” 

The little man straightened his hat, eyes twitching. “There might have been 
a small wager involving a certain snail and a certain winged creature.” Caelum 
growled, and Mr. Z jumped. “And I might have made certain promises I am not 
currently able to deliver upon. But that does not change the fact that the 
Aerisians are in need of a key. And you are in need of an Aerisian.” 

Kyja was disappointed in the little man. She’d been so sure his motives 
were nobler than settling a bet. And it did appear that he’d stretched the truth 
more than once. But that didn’t change the fact that he was right. “We’ll do it,” 
she said. “We’ll open the box.” 

Mr. Z let out a breath so loud it sounded like a balloon being released, and a 
little of the color returned to his face. 

Caelum looked at Kyja. “You can do this?” 

Marcus shook his head. “We have no idea how to open your box. And we 
need to go. We should be fighting the Dark Circle.” 

“And opening a drift,” Kyja reminded him. “Which we can’t do without 
their help.” She turned to the Aerisians. “What was that place with the 
waterfalls? Why did you take us there?” 

Marcus’s body stiffened. He was breathing rapidly, like he’d just finished a 
race, and sweat beaded his forehead. “Fine. We’ll open your stupid box. But 
we’re not going back into the pit.” 

Kyja stared at him. Clearly he was scared of the place. But why? 

“The Abyss of Time is the home of Exsalusentia,” Divum explained. “It is a 
place of power—the spindle upon which time and space revolve. Although we 
do not know how, we believe that it is vital to opening the box.” 

“I don’t care what it is,’ Marcus said, his hands balled so tightly his arms 
were actually shaking. “We’re not going in there again.” 


Kyja pulled him aside. “What do you know about that Abyss of Time?” 

Marcus shot an annoyed look at Mr. Z, then whispered, “Remember when I 
told you about that mirror?” 

Kyja nodded. “The one you touched when I couldn’t find you on Earth.” 

“Yeah, well...” Marcus’s jaws strained. He swallowed. “When I touched 
it, I went to that place.” 

Kyja stared at him. “You’ve been in the Abyss?” 

Marcus nodded. “It’s a kind of magic doorway that takes you to different 
places. And different times. And it’s really bad. Maybe even dangerous. No 
matter what they say, you have to promise me you won’t go in there. We’ll find 
another way to open the box.” 

Kyja looked into his eyes. She was almost positive he wasn’t telling her 
everything, but it was enough to know that whatever had happened in the Abyss 
left him terrified. She squeezed his arm. “All right. We’ll find another way.” 

She turned back to the Aerisians. “We’ll open the box. But we won’t go into 
the Abyss.” 

“You must,” Caelum said. “It is the only way.” 

Kyja dropped her eyes. “The Abyss wouldn’t work for me anyway. I’m 
immune to magic.” 

She expected the air elementals to be shocked, maybe even repulsed, by her 
confession, but neither seemed surprised. It was as if they already knew. “We 
have considered this,” Divum said. “It is one of the reasons we chose Mr. Z, as 
you call him, to join you. He is a creature of pure magic. As long as you hold his 
hand, you may enter the Is, the Was, the—” 

“Didn’t you hear us?” Marcus shouted. “We’re not going through those 
doors!” 

Divum smiled, eyes bright with hidden knowledge. “If you do not return 
through the Abyss of Time, you will have no city to return to. It will already 
have been destroyed by the time you get back.” 


Chapter 30 


One Way Back 


How could Terra ne Staric be destroyed?” Marcus asked, an icy ball in the 
pit of his stomach. “You said we could go back to our time, to just before Mr. Z 
brought us here on the snail.” 

“That is only if you go back through the Abyss of Time,” Divum said. “To 
aid you in your travels here, we locked time in place before you left. Think of it 
as a sort of shortcut—a doorway you can return through. If you go back using 
the Abyss, no time will have passed since you left. Terra ne Staric will not have 
been attacked by the golems, Icehold will be untouched by the Summoner. But if 
you try to return by means other than the Abyss, that doorway will close, time 
will have passed, and . . .” Her dress of birds flapped and tweeted, but Marcus 
only watched her eyes—tiny spinning flowers that seemed to be trying to 
hypnotize him. Was this a trick to force him and Kyja into the pit? He had no 
way to know. 

“Ts it true?” he asked Mr. Z, unsure he could trust the little man any more 
than he could trust the Aerisians, but desperate to find some way of avoiding the 
Abyss. “Do you swear that the Abyss is the only way back to where we started?” 

Mr. Z scratched his head. “Well, I suppose... I mean... considering. . .” 
He tugged his ear. “Yes, I’m afraid it’s true.” 

“What’s so bad about the Abyss?” Kyja whispered. “What makes you think 
it’s dangerous?” 

How could he tell her that if she went through the wrong door, she’d 
discover that he was going to kill her? He ran his hands through his hair, trying 
to think. “Okay. We’ll go through the Abyss. But only to get back to Terra ne 
Staric. Only through the Is.” 

“Where you go after leaving here is up to you,” Caelum said. “Just as what 
we do when we leave Air Keep is up to us.” 

“Except that you promised to help us.” 

Divum looked at Caelum and he nodded. “The Aerisians keep their word.” 

“Tt’ll be okay,” Kyja said. But Marcus wasn’t sure. He felt like he was being 
drawn step by step into the future he’d seen, no matter how much he fought 
against it. Maybe it would have been better if Kyja hadn’t pulled him out of the 
Never Was. One thing he was certain of: if he came to a point where he was 
about to do anything to hurt Kyja, he wouldn’t hesitate to return through the door 
and hurl himself into the Void of Unbecoming. 


The Aerisians led them out of the castle again and summoned the ciralati. 
On the ride to the Abyss, Marcus clutched his coat tightly around him, a million 
questions swirling through his head. Where should they start looking for a clue 
to opening the box? And could they find it before Terra ne Staric and Icehold 
were destroyed? If they only had two or three days, should they spend them 
trying to stop the attack or finding a way to open the box? 

Above all, how could he find a way to change the future? 

When they landed inside the pit, all of his previous pains returned. His left 
arm throbbed, and his right leg felt like it was on fire. 

Divum helped Marcus off his mount. “You may need this.” She handed 
Marcus his staff, which looked completely undamaged—just as it had before the 
Frostbite. Marcus started to ask the air elemental how she’d fixed it, before 
deciding it didn’t matter. 

“Ts this still part of Air Keep?” Kyja asked, running a hand across the back 
of her ciralatus. 

In the cold, Divum’s body had changed from birds, leaves, and butterflies, 
to snowflakes, icicles, and what looked to Marcus like white ferrets. “This is the 
border,” she said. “It is as far as we can go. The doors of the Abyss of Time are 
not open to us.” 

“Until we open the Exsalusentia,” Kyja said. 

Caelum shook his head. “The Abyss of Time may not be used by 
elementals. 

Marcus leaned on his staff, looking forlornly at the frozen faces inside each 
of the ice-blocked falls. “What now? Do you give us the coins?” 

“You have no need of coins,” Divum said. “Tokens are for those who wish 


to spend their days . . . elsewhere—people who long for the past, or can’t wait 
for the future. As long as Mr. Z is with you, you may freely enter and leave any 
of the doors of the Abyss.” 


“But beware,” Caelum said, his eyes as hard as the ice around him. “There 
is one more difference from the last time you entered these portals. With a being 
of pure magic, you cannot only view what is through each portal, but you can 
change it as well. You must be extremely careful not to do so.” 

Marcus felt his heart race. “We can change what’s through the doors?” 

“You can,” Divum said. “But you must not. The danger is too great. The 
spindle upon which time and space spin is a fragile thing. The smallest changes 
may upset the balance and destroy the Abyss completely, trapping you 
permanently, if you are inside it.” 

But Marcus wasn’t listening. For the first time since entering the Will Be, 
he knew there was a chance to change what he’d seen in the future. No matter 


the danger, he was determined to save Kyja. 

“Know also,” Divum said, “that anything sent into the Void of Unbecoming 
in the Never Was cannot be brought back by any means.” 

“What are they talking about?” Kyja asked. “What are the Never Was and 
the Void of Unbecoming?” 

“Don’t worry,” Marcus said. “Pll tell you all about it.” Despite his pain, he 
felt like singing. “Well,” he said, turning to Mr. Z, “are you ready for more fun 
and adventure with your three best friends?” 

“T’m no friend of his,” Riph Raph said. “And I’m not even sure I’m a friend 
of yours, Turnip Head.” 

“Riph Raph!” Kyja scolded. But even the skyte couldn’t dampen Marcus’s 
spirits. 

Mr. Z took off his top hat, rubbed it on the sleeve of his coat, and asked, 
“Where would you like to go?” with far less enthusiasm than he’d had on their 
first trip. 

Marcus’s first thought was to go straight to the Will Be to change what he’d 
seen there. But if they went now, Kyja would find out what he’d nearly done. 
Besides, they had to focus on opening the Exsalusentia and on stopping the Dark 
Circle. He’d have to find a way to sneak to the Will Be—alone. 

“Take us to the Is,” Marcus said. The waterfall to their left roared to life, 
filling the Abyss with an icy mist. 

“Oh!” Kyja gasped, backing away from the pounding water. 

“Don’t worry,” Marcus said. “You won’t even get wet.” 

Kyja took Marcus’s arm in one hand and Mr. Z’s in the other. The three of 
them walked side by side into the mist and stepped out into Master Therapass’s 
study. 

“Master, outside . . .” a guard shouted. “There’s a. . .” The man stopped in 
midsentence, staring at Marcus and Kyja. 

Marcus realized they were standing in a different part of the room than 
they’d been before. Not to mention that they suddenly wore heavy coats and 
probably looked like they’d been through a hurricane. He looked around for Mr. 
Z, but the little man had disappeared again. 

The guard rubbed his eyes before returning his attention to Master 
Therapass. “There’s a messenger here with news from the field.” 

The wizard ignored the guard, studying Marcus and Kyja with a concerned 
look. “What’s going on here? How did you get out of your rooms? And what are 
you wearing?” 

Marcus shook his head. “It'll take longer to explain than we’ve got time for. 
And I think you’re going to want to hear what that messenger has to say.” 


“Yes. Of course.” The wizard nodded. “Come with me,” he said, following 
the guard into the hallway. 

Kyja put one arm around Marcus, helping him walk. As they passed the 
room where Marcus had been resting before Mr. Z came for him, the door flew 
open. 

“The boy has disappeared!” the woman with big ears shouted. 

At the same time, the door to Kyja’s room swung outward, and both 
wizards tried to shove through at the same time. “Kyja is gone!” they yelled. 

“Yes, yes,” Therapass muttered. “We’ll discuss your dereliction of duty 
later.” 

The wizards gaped as Marcus and Kyja hurried down the hall. Marcus 
heard one of them mumble, “Not possible,” as he disappeared around the comer. 

The guard led them to the staircase, where they hurried down three levels. 
“Where’s Mr. Z?” Kyja whispered as she helped Marcus down the steps. 

He looked around, but the little man was nowhere to be seen. “If he skipped 
out on us, I’m gonna kill him.” 

Kyja pulled the silver box from her robe pocket. “As long as we’ve got the 
Exsalusentia, I don’t think he’ll go far. I think the Aerisians would have 
something to say about it.” 

The guard led them off the staircase and down a hall that opened into a 
large circular meeting room. The room was already nearly full of wizards. 

As they entered, Master Therapass stopped to speak with Terra ne Staric’s 
High Lord, Breslek Broomhead. “What is it?” he asked. “What’s the news?” 

Breslek shook his head, long beard wagging. “I was only just pulled out of 
bed myself. But from what I hear, it’s not good.” 

Just then, a woman walked through the door. She was at least six inches 
shorter than Marcus or Kyja, with flowing red hair. Dressed in shining chain 
armor and mail gloves, she marched to the center of the room. 

“Who’s that?” Marcus whispered to Kyja. 

“Eden,” Kyja whispered back. “The captain of the guards.” 

“Captain?” Marcus knew there were female warriors. He’d seen them fight 
as valiantly as any man. But this woman didn’t look any taller than a child, and 
not much older. 

“She’s never been defeated in battle,” Kyja whispered back. “They call her 
the Unquenchable Fire.” 

The captain gripped her sword and stared around the room, green eyes cold 
and serious. “Take your seats. We have urgent news.” 

Master Therapass motioned Marcus and Kyja to sit near the back of the 
room. The captain waved two guards through the door. They supported a young 


boy who looked half dead. His dark hair was wet with sweat and matted to his 
forehead. Cuts and bruises covered nearly every exposed part of his body, and 
dried blood was crusted on his face. 

“Someone needs to get the lad medical attention,” a wizard near the front 
exclaimed. 

“We will,” the captain said. “But the news he brings is vital.” 

“Couldn’t this wait until morning?” complained a cranky little man in the 
comer. His hair stuck straight up in crazy swirls, and his beard looked like a 
bird’s nest. “I was sleeping.” 

“No!” the captain roared, her voice booming, and the little man ducked out 
of sight. The captain turned to the boy. “Can you speak?” 

“Yes,” the boy croaked in a hoarse, trembling voice, which sounded like it 
should have come from someone much older. 

As the boy looked up, Kyja gasped. “Jaklah.” 

“Who?” Marcus asked, thinking the name sounded familiar. 

“Tt’s Jaklah. Don’t you remember? The boy from Land Keep.” 

Marcus studied the boy more closely. It was hard to believe the battered 
figure standing at the front of the room was the same boy he’d met after he’d 
been captured by the harbingers. But he was almost sure Kyja was right. What 
was he doing here? 

“Sent... by... Tankum,” the boy wheezed. Around the room, the wizards 
drew in a collective breath. 

“What is it, lad?” the captain urged. 

“Golems.” Jaklah coughed, and a line of red dripped down his lip. He 
swayed on his feet. 

“Get him some water,” High Lord Broomhead called, but the boy seemed to 
regain a little strength. 

“Golems,” he said, his eyes wide with fear. “As tall as . . . three men. 
Coming fast. Tried to... stop, but .. . for every one destroyed . . . two more rise 
from... ground. Too strong. Army retreating.” 

All around the room, men began to talk, but the captain silenced them, 
slamming a mailed fist against the table in front of her. “How far away?” 

“Three .. . days,” the boy gasped and passed out. 


Chapter 31 


Golems and Gallons 


At Jaklah’s words, the room exploded in a storm of confused shouts and 
demands. 

“Close the gates.” 

“Erect barricades.” 

“We have no choice but to leave the city.” 

“Surrender is our only option.” 

“Stop!” High Lord Broomhead raised his hands. “We are not surrendering, 
and we are not leaving the city. We will spend the next three days fortifying our 
defenses and preparing to withstand any assault. This is not the first time Terra 
ne Staric has been attacked, and it won’t be the last.” 

The captain of the guard raised a hand to her mouth and coughed loudly 
into it. 

Breslek turned to face the green-eyed woman, his irritation obvious. “What 
is it? Do you have a better plan?” 

“No, High Lord,” the captain said. “It’s only . . .” She leaned close and 
whispered something. 

The High Lord’s eyes widened, and the skin on his forehead crinkled into a 
tight little mountain range. 

“Well?” shouted the wizard who’d complained about being awakened. 
“Speak up! If you have something to say, share it with the rest of us. It’s not like 
we aren’t all in the same kettle of stew.” 

Kyja leaned forward as the captain looked over at High Lord Broomhead. 
He nodded. “Go ahead,” he murmured. “He’s right. They might as well know.” 

Eden clenched her fists, biceps bulging beneath her mail armor. “It doesn’t 
matter how strong our defenses are. They will all be for nothing.” 

“You’re saying we have no hope?” a woman asked. 

“Coward!” a man shouted. 

The crowd of wizards went wild, standing and shouting until the room was 
in complete chaos. 

“What does she mean?” Marcus yelled, cupping his hands to his mouth so 
Kyja could hear. 

“T have no idea,” Kyja yelled back. She knew the golem army was strong. 
But it made no sense for the captain herself to give up before the enemy was 
even within striking distance. 


A deafening explosion rocked the room, and red and white sparks lit the 
ceiling and walls. Master Therapass held his staff sideways above his head. His 
eyes burned. “The next man who says one word must deal with me!” 

Instantly, the room went silent. 

“Now then.” The wizard turned to Breslek and the captain of the guard. 
“How can you two be so sure these creatures will defeat our best wizards and 
warriors?” 

“T will fight with the last drop of blood in my veins to see that it doesn’t 
happen,” Eden said, her face grim. “But it is not defeat that will be our undoing.” 

Master Therapass lowered his staff slowly. “I’m afraid I don’t understand. 
If you don’t fear defeat at the hands of the golems, what do you fear?” 

The captain licked her chapped lips, hand tight on her sword as though 
wishing she could be out fighting something instead of standing in the center of 
this room. “We are down to our last twenty barrels of water for the entire city. By 
the time the golems arrive, it will be completely gone. The golems won’t need to 
break through our defenses. We’ll die of thirst before that.” 

For a third time, the room erupted. As Master Therapass and High Lord 
Broomhead tried to restore order, Kyja tugged on Marcus’s sleeve. “Let’s find 
somewhere to talk,” Kyja said. With everyone arguing, it was easy to slip out of 
the room and into the hallway unnoticed. 

Together they walked down the stairs until they reached the tower entrance. 
Riph Raph glided along behind them, blinking sleepily. 

“Just a minute,” Marcus wheezed, leaning against a wall and trying to catch 
his breath. “Is it true? Can the city be out of water?” 

Kyja thought back to what she’d overheard in the kitchen. To her, it felt like 
several days since Bella complained about the single barrel of water she’d 
received. But to the rest of the city, it had been less than twenty-four hours. 
Outside, the morning sun was still hidden behind the mountains—the sky just 
beginning to turn pink. 

“T think it might run out,” she admitted. “There hasn’t been any rain in 
months, and the wells have all dried up. Even the Two Prongs River is nothing 
but brown mud, no matter how deep you dig.” 

“Tt doesn’t make any sense,” Marcus said. “Icehold is waist-deep in snow. 
The Noble River is flooding. How can the weather be so screwed up?” 

Kyja sighed and started down the path that wound around the hill from the 
tower. Once, the grass had been green and lush, filled with stone statues of the 
city’s greatest wizards and warriors. Now the area was totally different. The 
statues were gone—the stone figures were out fighting the golems. And the grass 
was dead and brown. 


“You don’t really think Cascade has something to do with this, do you?” 
Marcus asked, limping beside her. 

Riph Raph circled above their heads. “Floods, blizzards, and droughts don’t 
just occur all at the same time.” 

Kyja ran her hand along a cold, empty pedestal. She wasn’t sure what she 
thought. “If Cascade doesn’t have anything to do with the weather, why is he 
letting it happen? It can’t be a coincidence that all of the weather problems have 
to do with one form of water or another.” 

They walked silently down the path until they reached a small grove of 
trees—the leaves were shriveled and brittle. Riph Raph flapped onto a branch, 
tucked his head under one wing, and instantly fell asleep. Kyja felt like sleeping 
herself, but she didn’t think there was going to be much time for that over the 
next few days. 

“Maybe Cascade isn’t fixing the weather, because he can’t,” Marcus said. 
“Maybe someone or something is stopping him.” 

The thought was chilling. What was powerful enough to keep a water 
elemental from controlling water? But the only alternative was just as scary. If 
Cascade had turned against them, like the Aerisians had suggested he had, they’d 
never be able to open a drift between their worlds. 

Somewhere nearby, a branch cracked. Kyja peered into the shadows but 
couldn’t see anyone. 

“Probably just an animal,” Marcus said, but they moved a little deeper into 
the trees anyway, to stay out of sight. 

Marcus leaned against a trunk and lowered himself to the ground, wincing 
in pain. 

“Ts it bad?” Kyja asked. 

“Not too bad.” But the way his hand kept returning to his leg made Kyja 
suspect the pain was worse than he let on. 

Kyja took out the Exsalusentia, hoping some part of it might look different 
now that they were back in Terra ne Staric. But from what she could see, it 
appeared exactly the same. “We’ve only got three days to figure this out before 
the golems arrive. Do you have any ideas?” 

“Tt would have been nice if all we had to do was take it outside Air Keep 
and it just popped open,” Marcus said. “Can I see it?” 

Kyja handed him the box. He turned it over slowly, mumbling under his 
breath as he poked, twisted, and tapped. Nothing he did made any difference. 
“Can you try magic?” she asked. 

“Just did.” Marcus sighed. “Didn’t do a thing. It was like trying to do magic 
in Air Keep.” 


Overhead, a branch creaked; Kyja and Marcus looked quickly around. But 
it was only Riph Raph shifting in his sleep. 

Marcus handed the Exsalusentia back. “We could spend all three days 
trying to figure out how to open this thing, and we still wouldn’t be any closer 
than we are now.” 

Kyja had been thinking the exact same thing. “I want to search around in 
the library for any mention of the box. But if we don’t find some way to get 
Terra ne Staric some water, everyone here is going to die.” 

“Everywhere we go people are about to die,” Marcus said. “And we can’t 
do a thing about it. It’s like that game with the colored rocks.” 

“Trill Stones?” 

“Right. It’s like we’re playing Trill Stones with the Dark Circle. Only 
they’re eight moves ahead before we even start playing. No matter what move 
we make, they already—” 

Something moved in the dry leaves. Kyja began to turn—her hand reaching 
for the sword no longer at her side. Strong coils wrapped around her legs and 
arms, pinning them in place. As her hands touched cold scales, she yelled, 
“Run!” 

Marcus began to cast a spell, but a huge black head appeared directly in 
front of him. 

“Not s-s-s-o quickly,” the snake hissed, black tongue flicking between its 
dripping fangs. “Try any magic, any magic at all, and I will crush every bone in 
your friend’s body.” 

Marcus’s eyes darted toward Kyja; she thought she heard him mutter 
something like, “Is this how it happens?” The snake’s coils tightened around 
Kyja’s chest, and she gasped for air. 

“Okay.” Marcus raised his hands slowly. “I won’t cast anything. Just let her 
go.” 

“S-s-smart boy.” The snake blinked its yellow eyes. It glanced up at Riph 
Raph, who’d woken up and was creeping silently through the treetops. “That 
goes-s-s-s for you as-s-s well, li-z-z-ard. One flame ball from you, and yov’ll be 
prying the girl from the tree bark.” 

Riph Raph hissed but stopped where he was. 

How had this happened? How had a Thrathkin S’ Bae made it past the city’s 
guards? From inside the snake’s coils, the only thing Kyja could think of was 
that thirst and the shaking ground had made the guards less attentive than usual. 

“What do you want?” Marcus asked. 

“Jus-s-s-t you.” The snake darted its head closer to Marcus, its mouth 
opening wide. Venom dripped from its twin curved fangs. “I bring you back to 


the master, and she goes free.” 

“Don’t believe it,” Kyja tried to tell Marcus, but she couldn’t get enough air 
to speak. 

Marcus stiffened. One hand started to come down. Kyja was sure he was 
about to try a spell, but then he glanced at her and stopped. What was he waiting 
for? Didn’t he understand that the Dark Circle wouldn’t rest until it had killed 
both of them? 

“Don’t move now,” the snake said, weaving its head to and fro. “PII use 
jus-s-s-t enough venom to s-s-s-end you into a nice, comfy s-s-s-leep.” 

“Kill it!” Kyja tried to scream. But all that came out was a muffled, “Kkkkk 
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The Thrathkin S’Bae opened its jaws impossibly wide. A drop of venom 
slipped from its left fang and sizzled on the ground. Marcus clenched his jaws 
and closed his eyes. The snake lowered its head. Kyja couldn’t stand to watch, 
but she didn’t dare look away. 

Just as the fangs reached Marcus’s neck, a tall figure with long, dark hair 
stepped out from behind the tree Marcus was leaning against. Seeing the 
movement, the snake tried to attack, but the figure was too quick. A glimmering 
blade blurred through the air. Like a nail, it plunged into the snake’s head and 
pinned it to the ground. 


Chapter 32 


Graehl’s Return 


Well, that was exciting.” The tall man checked to make sure the snake was 
dead before pulling the silver blade from its head, and the Thrathkin S’Bae 
reverted to human form. Its body shuddered one last time then lay still on the 
ground. 

Marcus frowned. “Screech.” 

“The very same,” the man said. He wiped his sword on a handful of dead 
leaves. 

Kyja, finally able to get enough breath to talk, hurried over and took his 
hand in both of hers. “Thank you, Graehl. That was amazing.” 

Marcus grabbed his staff and pushed himself to his feet. He studied the tall 
man with obvious suspicion. “What are you doing out here?” 

“Snake hunting, it would seem.” Graehl grinned and slid his sword into its 
scabbard. “But you don’t seem particularly grateful.” He looked around. “There 
could be more of them out here. Let’s find someplace a little more secure.” 

They left the grove of trees and entered a part of the city filled with closed 
shops and darkened stables. 

“Took long enough,” Marcus snarled as Graehl led them down a row of 
buildings. 

Kyja couldn’t believe the way he was acting. “What’s wrong with you? He 
just saved our lives.” 

“A second later, and he wouldn’t have,” Marcus said. Graehl stopped in 
front of a small feed shop. He fiddled with the lock, and a moment later, the door 
swung open. They walked behind the counter into a small storage room filled 
with crates and boxes. Riph Raph found a comfy-looking bale of hay and curled 
up on it. 

Marcus sat on a crate of dried corn, and slammed his fist on the splintery 
wood. “If you were back there all the time, what were you waiting for?” 

“To be perfectly honest, I was sort of hoping you were going to do 
something yourself. A little magic to distract the dark wizard would have made 
attacking much easier.” 

Marcus balled his fist and stared at his feet. 

Kyja shook her head. Marcus didn’t trust Graehl, and in some ways she 
could understand that. As a cave trulloch, he had frozen Kyja in a block of ice, 
allowed Marcus to be tortured in ways she couldn’t even imagine, and nearly 


gotten them both killed by the Unmakers. Although he’d explained about the 
curse placed on him by the Keepers, Marcus wasn’t ready to forgive him so 
easily. Kyja, on the other hand, believed him when he said he was sorry and 
wanted to help. 

“Aren’t you even going to say thank you?” she asked. 

Marcus pressed his lips together before muttering, “Thanks.” 

Graehl gave a small bow. “That wasn’t as bad as say, poking your eye out 
with a red hot cinder, was it?” 

“Tt was close.” 

“Get used to it,” Riph Raph said from his hay pile. “He never thanks me 
either.” 

“Maybe I would if you ever did anything to be thanked for,” Marcus said. 

Kyja wanted to knock both of their heads together, but she turned to Graehl 
instead. “How did you happen to be there?” she asked. “I thought you were still 
up in the tower, arguing with everyone else.” 

“T was spying on you,” Graehl said in a perfectly ordinary tone. 

“T knew it,” Marcus barked. “You’re still working for the Dark Circle. You 
probably led that Thrathkin S’Bae straight to us.” He held out his hand as though 
preparing a counter spell for an attack. 

Graehl pulled out a knife, but instead of attacking, he took a long stick of 
silvery wood from his pocket and began carving it. “If I am working for the Dark 
Circle, I can’t imagine they’d be too happy with me leading one of their wizards 
to you and then stabbing him in the head.” 

“Don’t be silly,” Kyja said. “We know you aren’t working for them. Were 
you really spying on us?” 

The tall man turned the stick left and right before carving something into 
the tip. “As a matter of fact, I was. Have been ever since you got here. After all, 
I promised to help you with your search. I wanted to make sure you didn’t go 
anywhere without me. From the looks of you two, though, I think you did. What 
I can’t figure out is how.” 

“We don’t need your help,” Marcus said. 

“Marcus,” Kyja cried, embarrassed by his outburst. “Stop being sucha... 
what’s that word you use? Oh, yeah. Stop being such a jerk.” 

Marcus looked down. “We’re doing fine on our own,” 

“That’s not quite what you were saying a moment ago.” Graehl laughed. 
“Didn’t I overhear you say something about being in a game of Trill Stones, 
eight moves behind the Dark Circle?” 

“As if one more person will make any difference,” Marcus said. “Now it’s 
three against the Dark Circle, the water elementals, and the land elementals. 


Four if you count Spaz, the snoring skyte.” 

“Wha? Huh?” Riph Raph, who had fallen back asleep, opened his eyes 
briefly, blinked, and went back to snoring. 

“What makes you think the elementals are helping the Dark Circle?” Graehl 
asked. 

Kyja considered mentioning what the Aerisians had told them, before 
deciding it might be better to keep at least some secrets. Instead, she mentioned 
the floods, the quakes, and the creatures of land and water. “And then there are 
Cascade and Lanctrus-Darnoc. No one knows where they’ve gone or what 
they’re doing. And all the weather problems began right after they left.” 

“That’s not entirely true. I know a certain wizard who knows exactly where 
they went. But he’s not telling anyone.” Graehl sliced off a narrow sliver of 
wood, which floated feather-like to the wooden floor. “You know, I actually 
chanced upon him speaking with the two of them out by the stables just before 
they left. It’s a shame I couldn’t have arrived a little sooner. I might have been 
able to overhear something useful.” 

“Great,” Marcus said. “Now you’re spying on Master Therapass too.” 

“Not spying so much as watching,” Graehl said. “A lot can be said for 
keeping your eyes and ears open. And trust me, there’s a lot you can pick up 
around here if you pay attention.” 

“Pay attention,” Kyja murmured softly. 

“What?” Marcus asked, still cranky. 

“You said this felt like playing Trill Stones. Only the Dark Circle was eight 
moves ahead of us.” 

“Tt does,” Marcus said. “It’s like they’ve set this trap, and no matter which 
way we turn, we’re going to get caught in it.” 

Kyja suddenly grinned. “A trap. Yes. That’s exactly what it is.” 

Graehl chuckled. “Smart girl.” 

Marcus slammed the tip of his staff on the wooden floor. “Does someone 
want to tell me what’s going on? Why are you both grinning? The Dark Circle is 
everywhere, and all we have is a locked bo—” He clamped his jaws shut, 
obviously not willing to tell Graehl about the Exsalusentia. Although if Graehl 
had been spying on them, Kyja suspected the man had already overheard them 
discussing it. 

Graehl arched an eyebrow and looked at Kyja. “You’re thinking about 
Y’sdine’s Feint, aren’t you?” 

“Remember that time when we were trapped in the Westland Woods and 
Master Therapass played Trill Stones with you?” Kyja asked Marcus. “You 
thought you had him beat until he used Y’sdine’s Feint on you.” 


Marcus nodded. “Sure. He waited for me to reveal my strategy—get him 
completely surrounded—and then he used it against me. I lost in, like, two 
turns.” 

“That’s what we need to do against the Dark Circle,” Kyja said. “We’ve 
seen their strategy. Now we have to find a way to use it against them.” 

Marcus laughed and Kyja gave him a dirty look. “Sorry,” he said. “It’s not 
that I don’t agree. It’s just . . . how are two kids—one who can barely walk, and 
one who can’t do magic, plus a whining skyte and an ex-cave trulloch, going to 
stop an army of giant clay monsters, a Summoner, and the entire Dark Circle?” 

Kyja pressed her lips together for a moment before fixing him with a 
determined gaze. “The same way we defeated the Summoner that attacked us at 
Water Keep, the harbingers, and the Keepers of the Balance.” 

Marcus stopped laughing. “That was hard. But this . . . It’s too much. It 
seems impossible.” 

“Tt does,” Kyja said. “But opening a drift was supposed to be impossible 
too. Finding the elementals was supposed to be impossible. We’re only kids, and 
I have no idea how anyone could expect us to save our worlds.” She held out her 
hands. “There are more reasons to quit than I can count. But only one reason to 
keep going. If we don’t try, who will?” 

Graehl paused in his carving. “What’s this about a Summoner? I think it’s 
time you two told me what’s going on.” 

Ignoring Graehl completely, Marcus nodded at Kyja. “You’re right. We 
have to do this. I guess we can start with the Dark Circle’s strategy. That seems 
pretty clear. They’ve taken away any chance of getting help from the outside by 
hitting every part of Farworld with terrible weather. More Thrathkin S’Bae are 
probably looking for us, so we can’t stay anywhere for long. Both Terra ne Staric 
and Icehold are going to be wiped out in three days. But how do we take 
advantage of all that?” 

Kyja pinched her lower lip, thinking. The problem did seem overwhelming. 
What would she do if this were a game of Trill Stones? “The biggest advantage 
they have is the weather. If only we knew where Cascade is.” 

Suddenly an idea occurred to her. She turned to Graehl. “Do you remember 
exactly when you saw Master Therapass talking to Cascade and Lanctrus- 
Darnoc?” 

“Of course,” he said. “I was talking with the blacksmith when I saw the 
three of them gather by the stables. It seemed to be a rather serious conversation, 
so I headed over to listen. By the time I got there, they were finishing up. All I 
heard was the wizard telling them to be careful.” 

“But if you’d been there earlier, you might have overheard the whole 


conversation?” 

Graehl tapped his knife blade against the wood. “I suppose.” 

Kyja leaned over to Marcus. “Tell me more about the Abyss of Time,” she 
whispered. “How does it work?” 

Marcus gave her an odd look, almost like he was scared of her. “There are 
four doorways,” he whispered back. “The first is called the Is. That’s how we got 
here. The second one is called the Was. It takes you back in time.” 

“How far back?” 

“T think as far back as you want,” Marcus said. 

Kyja’s mind raced. “We could go into the past, return to where Master 
Therapass is speaking to Cascade and Lanctrus-Darnoc, and listen in to what he 
says?” 

Marcus started to nod, then shook his head. “No, it doesn’t work that way. 
You can only return to places you’ve actually been. If you try to go outside the 
area of your own memories, everything turns dark.” 

Kyja chewed on the tip of her thumb, thinking. There had to be some way. 
Finding out what Master Therapass had told the elementals might be vital to 
figuring out where they were now. And in turn, learning what the water and land 
elementals had to do with the Dark Circle. 

“Does someone want to tell me what’s going on?” Graehl asked. “I might 
be able to help.” 

“No,” Marcus said. “Go find someone else to spy on.” 

“Actually,” Kyja said. “Maybe you can.” She turned to Marcus. “What if 
we took someone with us? Could we visit places they’ve been?” 

“I don’t know,” Marcus said. “I’ve only . . .” He looked from Kyja to 
Graehl, and shook his head. “We’re not taking him with us. I totally don’t trust 
him. We don’t even know if his story is true. For all we know, he could be lying 
about the whole thing.” 

“Why would he lie?” 

Marcus shifted his leg and grimaced. “Who knows why he does anything? 
Besides, he didn’t hear the conversation back then. So we probably won’t be 
able to hear it in his memory.” 

“There’s one way to find out,’ Kyja said. She turned toward the door and 
called, “Mr. Z! Mr. Z, where are you?” 

At her call, Mr. Z appeared. His legs were bent, as though he’d been sitting 
on a chair, and in his hands he held a group of cards. With nothing to support 
him, he fell over backwards, spraying cards everywhere. 

“Who’s this?” Graehl asked, clearly shocked by the little man’s sudden 
appearance. 


“No one,” Marcus said. He shook his head at Kyja. “I don’t think we should 
do this.” 

“Give a body a little more notice,’ Mr. Z piped, dusting himself off and 
grabbing his cards. “I had the seven of giblets, the four of tarts, and the queen of 
abnormality.” 

“There’s no time for games,” Kyja said. “We want to go back to the Was. 
Right away. All four of us.” 

“Four?” Mr. Z shoved his cards into his coat. “That is highly irregular. 
Extremely unusual. I’m not sure I’m allowed—” 

Graehl had reached for his sword, but now he seemed more curious than 
concerned. “What is this was? And why are we going there? Does the wizard 
know about this? I don’t think—” 

Kyja pulled out the Exsalusentia just enough so that the little man could see 
its silver edge. “If you don’t want to help us, I’m sure.. .” 

“Fine,” he squeaked. “Pl do it.” 


Chapter 33 


Memories and Messages 


The group of four stepped out of the mist and into the Was. Riph Raph 
clung to Kyja’s shoulder, looking about nervously. The hallway was exactly as 
Marcus remembered it—the same bright yellow walls, same red floor, even the 
same gold-framed paintings. He looked around for the little boy but didn’t see 
him anywhere. Maybe he was scared off by such a big group, or maybe his 
absence had something to do with Mr. Z being with them. 

“Where are we?” Graehl turned quickly around, his eyes darting every 
direction. His hand was back on his sword. “Is this some kind of Dark Circle 
trap?” He looked at a painting. “This is me just a few minutes ago.” He reached 
for the frame. 

“Eh, eh, eh,” Mr. Z squeaked holding up a finger. “That would be unwise. 
Unless you are the kind of person that pokes his head into a fire dragon’s mouth 
to test the heat, it’s best not to disturb one’s past.” 

Graehl pulled back his hand and stepped away from the wall. 

“Tt’s okay,” Kyja said. “The air elementals sent us here. It’s safe.” She 
glanced at Marcus. “At least I think it is.” 

“Look,” Riph Raph said, standing by the other wall. “It’s us.” 

Marcus looked at a painting showing him and Kyja flying above Air Keep 
on the backs of the ciralati. Riph Raph was a little way behind, struggling to 
keep up. Apparently the hall was now divided into two sides—one for Graehl 
and one for him and Kyja. He turned back to the other wall with Graehl’s 
painting, but found himself looking at another painting of Kyja and himself. This 
one showed him and Kyja listening to Jaklah’s report. 

He turned back to Kyja’s wall; there was the picture of Graehl. “Who keeps 
moving the paintings?” 

“Don’t be obstreperous,” Mr. Z said. “The paintings are not moving.” 

Marcus had no idea what obstreperous meant, although he was pretty sure it 
wasn’t a compliment. But the paintings were definitely moving. He pointed to 
the left. “That wall’s Graehl.” He looked right. “And that’s Kyja and me.” He 
looked left again. “But now this wall has a different painting of Kyja and me.” 

“He’s right,” Kyja said. “They keep moving.” 

Mr. Z gave an exasperated sigh. “Use your eyes, lad. That side is Graehl. 
That side is Kyja. And that side is you. Simple arithmetic.” 

Marcus opened his mouth to argue that there couldn’t be three sides to a 


hall, before realizing that Mr. Z was right. There were three walls. He didn’t 
notice when looking at one wall. But if he let his eyes relax, not focusing on 
anything specific, he could see three walls at the same time—like one of those 
optical illusions, where the stairs always went up in a square. It made him feel a 
little sick to his stomach. 

Riph Raph looked from one wall to another and made a gagging sound. 
“Simple arithmetic, my beak. More like sickening arithmetic.” 

“Do I dare ask what’s behind the doors?” Graehl asked, not coming close to 
touching anything after Mr. Z’s last warning. 

“This is called the Was,” Marcus said, trying not to look at the paintings as 
he walked. Just like before, he had no pain in his leg or arm; he walked easily. 
He would have to try not to get used to the feeling, remembering how much 
worse the pain felt when he left the Was. “The paintings are like bits of 
memories, and the doors open into those memories. Except you can only visit 
places you’ve been. And if you try to leave your memories, you can’t. The 
farther we walk, the further back in time we go. ” 

“Yes, yes,” Mr. Z said, skipping impatiently ahead of them. “Memories, 
doorways. All well and good. Let’s move along, shall we? Time is wasting. 
Important things to be about. Mustn’t take all day.” 

“But it’s not wasting, is it?” Kyja asked, hurrying to catch up. “I mean, time 
isn’t moving while we’re here.” 

“Don’t be silly,” Mr. Z said. “Well, be silly if you’d like. Just do it more 
quickly.” He hurried them down the hallway like a dog herding sheep. “Of 
course time moves. Can’t stop it any more than you could stop a rampaging 
nerite. Just runs more slowly there when we’re here. Runs backwards here when 
we’re there. Runs sideways if you’re here and there, and the other place, which 
makes for delightful racing conditi—” He looked up as though realizing what he 
was saying, and quickly closed his mouth. 

Marcus caught up with him. “Back in Air Keep you talked about losing a 
race.” 

The little man gave him a sideways glance. 

“Ts that the only reason you tricked me into leaving the monastery? And left 
Kyja the note? Just to settle a bet?” 

Mr. Z gave him a crafty look and rattled a pair of dice in his hand. “There 
are more ways than one to win a wager. And not all wagers are created equal.” 

Like that answered anything. Marcus didn’t know why he even bothered 
asking the little man questions. 

“How did you two discover this Was ?” Graehl asked, his long legs 
covering twice as much distance as Marcus and Kyja with each step. “And who’s 


your little friend with the interesting taste in clothes?” 

“Ask him yourself sometime when we’re not around,” Marcus muttered. 
“But make sure you have nothing else to do for a while.” 

Kyja ran a hand along a wall with paintings of her poring over scrolls and 
practicing sword fighting. “This doesn’t seem so bad. In fact, it’s kind of fun.” 
She looked at Marcus. “Why were you so scared of coming here?” 

“I wasn’t scared.” Marcus hesitated. “There’s just more to the Abyss than 
you think. It’s like this place is all one big trap.” 

Kyja studied him, but Marcus couldn’t meet her eyes for fear she’d read 
what he was thinking. What if she realized he was trying to keep her out of the 
Will Be and decided they should visit the future? He could imagine her 
expression when she saw the glass coffin being lowered into the ground and 
realized who was inside it. He wiped his palms on his pants. 

“This is it,” Graehl said, stopping by a painting. 

Marcus—who still had serious doubts that the man he continued to think of 
as a cave trulloch had witnessed any conversation between Master Therapass 
and the elementals—examined the painting. In it, Graehl was talking to a broad- 
shouldered man in a leather apron, but there was no sign of Master Therapass. 

“That’s Graham, the blacksmith,” Kyja said, looking over Marcus’s 
shoulder. She pointed to someone in the top left-hand corner of the painting, 
nearly out of sight. “Look, that’s Master Therapass.” 

Marcus squinted, managing to make out a figure in a blue robe. He guessed 
it could be the wizard. But that still didn’t mean he’d spoken to the elementals, 
neither of which was in the painting. 

Graehl pointed to the door. “Shall we? Or would you rather stay here and 
continue to doubt my story?” 

Marcus grunted. “Let’s go.” 

Graehl, Kyja, and Marcus opened the door, but Mr. Z stayed in the hallway. 
“Aren’t you coming?” Marcus asked. 

“You paid me to bring you here,” the little man said, rattling his dice. 
“That’s exactly what I have done. No more. No less.” 

“Actually, we didn’t pay you at all,” Kyja said. 

Mr. Z tapped his nose. “Of that, my girl, I am all too aware.” 

“Whatever,” Marcus said, wondering how Kyja managed to surround 
herself with such an untrustworthy bunch—Riph Raph, who whined and 
complained all the time; Graehl, who up until a few months ago had spent his 
time feeding people to the Unmakers; and Mr. Z, who was plain nuts. He almost 
said something about her choice of companions, before remembering what he’d 
seen in the Will Be. What he’d seen there—what he’d done—made him by far 


the worst of the group. 

They stepped through the door, and Kyja looked around, filled with wonder. 
“Tt’s like we’re back in Terra ne Staric all over again. Except right before you 
left. I think you’re in the arena, practicing fencing with Tankum.” 

“Ts that before or after you embarrassed Turnip Head?” Riph Raph asked. 

Marcus felt his face go hot, remembering how Kyja had stepped into the 
practice arena and made his pathetic attempts at sword fighting look childish. 

Kyja glanced around. “Where’s Graehl?” She checked the doorway still 
open behind them. He’d been right there, but now he was gone. 

“Probably freaking out,” Marcus said, remembering how he got stuck in his 
old body the first time he’d entered a door in the Was. He crossed the open plaza 
to where Graehl and Graham seemed to be discussing swords. “You want an 
angular cut,” the brawny blacksmith said, making a chopping motion with one 
calloused hand. 

“No.” The Graehl from before shook his head, long hair flapping on his 
shoulders. “Stabbing. Light yet supple.” 

“How do you like the past?” Marcus asked the tall man. “Is it everything 
you hoped it would be?” He knew Graehl couldn’t respond while he was inside 
the copy of himself, but he enjoyed the thought of him panicking when he 
realized he couldn’t change his actions or words as long as he was locked in the 
other body. 

Kyja walked cautiously up behind him. “Can’t they hear you?” 

“The blacksmith can’t. And the Graehl from back then can’t. They can’t see 
or hear us.” Marcus walked up behind the brawny man and pretended to pat him 
on the shoulder. “Blacksmith, anyone ever tell you your face looks just like your 
anvil? I hope that sulfur smell is coming from the forge.” 

Kyja glanced toward Master Therapass. “Hurry. Here comes Cascade.” 

“Fine.” Marcus walked directly in front of Graehl, who was explaining 
exactly the kind of blade he was looking for. He waved his hands before Graehl, 
like an eye doctor giving a checkup. “You know, you can come out of your body 
anytime you want. Unless you like being stuck in there.” 

For a moment, nothing happened. Then the Graehl from now stepped out of 
the Graehl from then. It was actually kind of cool to see it happen from the 
outside. The long-haired man turned to look at himself. He stared into his own 
eyes and shook his head. “Well,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “That 
wasn’t quite what I expected.” He looked at Marcus, one side of his mouth rising 
in a wry smile. “Thanks for the warning, friend.” 

Marcus chuckled. “Any time.” 

“Come on,” Kyja said, trotting toward the stables. “Here comes Lanctrus- 


Darnoc.” 

Marcus and Graehl ran after her, Graehl glancing over his shoulder as 
though he couldn’t believe what he had just experienced. 

As they reached the stables, Master Therapass was pulling the two 
elementals out of sight around the corner of the building. Things appeared a little 
grainier the farther they got from the blacksmith shop, as if Graehl’s memory 
wasn’t quite as clear. Marcus was afraid they wouldn’t be able to hear anything, 
since Graehl hadn’t heard anything in his memory. But apparently the past didn’t 
work that way. 

“You got my megrsshktes?” the wizard said. 

“What did he say?” Graehl asked. 

Marcus shrugged. “I couldn’t make out the last word.” 

“Yes,” Cascade said, and both the fox and boar heads of Lanctrus-Darnoc 
nodded. 

“T think he said messages,” Kyja whispered, moving closer. 

“Then you know there culdghts be spies anywharts.” The wizard’s voice 
faded in and out like a poorly tuned radio. He glanced toward the blacksmith 
shop then turned his head to look straight at Kyja, Marcus, and Graehl. 

Kyja—who had been sliding along the edge of the stables—froze at the 
wizard’s gaze. But Marcus walked straight into the group. “They can’t see or 
hear you.” 

Therapass turned back to the elementals, his expression grave. “I had hoped 
I was wlkirths about the vhareticl, Cascade. But it is clear that at least one 
elemental has shytuu wintf the Dark Circle.” 

Kyja frowned. “I can’t understand everything he’s saying. Some of his 
words are garbled.” 

“T think it’s because we’re near the edge of Graehl’s memory,” Marcus 
whispered. “But it sounds like Master Therapass knew there was a traitor all 
along.” 

Graehl shook his head. “If the land and water elementals are involved, 
there’s more than one traitor.” 

Cascade’s nostrils flared as he spoke to Lanctrus-Darnoc. “If hyryb is a 
betrayer, jih rix not a Fontasian.” 

“No land elementals yehytrup stoop to slurger thing,” the fox head said. 

“Tt graunch the stink of water,” the boar snarled. 

Kyja shook her head. “Listen to them, arguing like selfish children—and 
within days of fighting against the same enemy.” 

Master Therapass ignored their bickering and placed a hand on the water 
elemental’s shoulder. “Someone has hrkstn relaying inshteuyion to the enemy. 


Information that kratch ligert come from the vision of a water edbygdhgky or the 
jyuifthet of land elementals. I need you to find the informer and fghurling back 
to me.” 

Marcus Strained, trying to decipher what the wizard was saying. 

“Why not us?” Lanctrus-Darnoc said. “Whether the elietery be land or 
water, we axthir hornetrgbind to see it stopped.” 

Master Therapass looked around the corner of the stables, where the Graehl 
of the past had finished speaking with Graham and was now walking in their 
direction. The wizard turned to Lanctrus-Darnoc and spoke quickly. “I have 
another trighur for you. I am sending you erg with Tankum’s forces. As far as 
they clegert you are going to sirght for the Keepers.” 

As Graehl approached, everything looked less grainy, but the wizard’s 
words were just as difficult to understand. Maybe because Graehl hadn’t actually 
heard them? 

“When you ritdge the Windlash Mountains,” Therapass told Lanctrus- 
Darnoc. “I need you to explore the caburts of the Unmakers. I fear a prectigggkle 
has been ophurter there. A passage directly to the shaflowerg ruleffs.” 

“What did he say?” Graehl asked. “What about the cavern of the 
Unmakers?” As the tall man pushed closer, his hip brushed against a shovel 
leaning against the wall. 

Both Therapass and the elementals spun around as the tool clanged to the 
ground. Marcus froze in shock. 

Mr. Z was suddenly at their sides, jumping around like his pockets were full 
of bees. “What are you doing? Didn’t you listen to the Aerisian’s warnings? You 
must leave at once.” 

Graehl brushed back his hair. “I’m sorry.” He reached to pick up the shovel, 
but Mr. Z grabbed his wrist. “No,” he piped. “You’ve done enough!” 

“We have to hear the rest of what Master Therapass told them,” Kyja said. 

But Mr. Z was grabbing them, pushing them together toward the door. 

Master Therapass reached a hand toward the current-day Graehl, his eyes 
dark with worry. Marcus and Kyja froze with fear, but the wizard’s hand went 
straight through Graehl’s body—as if he was a ghost. 

Master Therapass turned back to Cascade and Lanctrus-Darnoc. “You must 
both go now. Cascade grig to Land Keep first. As a water elemental, yig cannot 
enter. Only observe. Lanctrus-Darnoc, be wary. There may be powers beyond 
gygrun infin. Both of you, be careful.” 

Marcus felt a tug in his stomach, and they were back in the Abyss of Time. 
Something felt different, though. The frozen ground was slightly tilted, and 
when he looked up, he saw a crack in the ice of the Was. A trickle of water 


leaked down the face of the frozen waterfall. Mr. Z shoved Marcus from the 
back, into the Is, and they were in the storage room again. 


Chapter 34 


The Trill Stones Strategy 


What happened?” Kyja asked. “Why did you make us leave?” 

“Klutz!” Mr. Z howled, wringing his small hands together. “Bungler, 
lummox, lard-fingers . . .” 

“T knocked over a shovel,” Graehl said. “It was an accident. I don’t see why 
you’re so upset.” 

“Upset?” Mr. Z pulled off his hat, flung it to the ground, and stomped on it 
like a child throwing a temper tantrum. “Do I look upset to you?” 

He looked rather upset to Kyja. 

“You look bonkers,” Riph Raph said. “That’s what you look like.” 

Mr. Z clasped his head in his hands. “Didn’t any of you pay attention to 
what the Aerisians said? Do not touch anything inside the portals of the Abyss of 
Time, they told you. Do not change anything.” 

“That’s why the waterfall cracked, isn’t it?” Marcus asked. 

“T don’t understand,” Kyja said. “How could such a little thing as knocking 
over a shovel be all that bad?” 

Mr. Z reached into his pocket and pulled out a top. With a flick of his 
finger, he set it spinning on the lid of a crate. He looked at Kyja and Marcus. “A 
little thing,” he said, tapping the edge of the top lightly with his finger. Instantly, 
the top began to wobble. The longer it spun, the worse the wobble became until, 
at last, it lost its balance completely and flew off the crate. “Any change, any 
change at all, has effects that you cannot begin to fathom.” 

His message was Clear. “Did we break the spindle of time?” Kyja asked. 

“Tf you had,” he said, snatching up the top, “you would not be here.” 

“We get it,” Marcus said. “It was an accident, okay? We’ll be more careful 
next time.” 

“There won’t be a next time.” Mr. Z picked up his hat, brushed it off, and 
pushed it back onto his head. “I’m returning to my . . . previous engagement 
while you... do whatever it is you do.” 

“You can’t leave.” Kyja grabbed him by the sleeve of his coat. “We need 
your help.” 

“Which is precisely what I have given you,” the little man said. He stared at 
Kyja’s hand. “If you will kindly remove your fingers from my person, I will be 
on my way.” 

“We have to go to Land Keep, 
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Marcus said. “That’s where Master 


Therapass sent Cascade.” 

“Are you out of your turnip-shaped noggin?” Riph Raph said. “If the land 
elementals are working with the Dark Circle, what do you think they’ll do when 
you show up on their doorstep?” 

Kyja knew that Marcus was right. If the elementals were somehow behind 
this, Land Keep and Water Keep were where they’d learn the most. But Riph 
Raph was right too. What would they do if they reached Land Keep and 
discovered the land elementals were now the enemy? Without the help of air 
elementals, they would be helpless. If only she could find a way to open the box. 

“We need to get the Aerisians’ help.” She pulled the Exsalusentia from her 
pocket. “Tell me the truth,” she said to Mr. Z. “Do you have any idea how to 
open this?” 

Mr. Z reached toward the box, nearly touched it with one finger, but then 
pulled his hand back quickly. “Find the key, I would imagine.” 

“What key?” Marcus demanded. “We don’t even know how to start looking 
for it.” 

Mr. Z shoved his hands in his pockets, a grumpy look on his face. “That is 
beyond my area of speciality. I trust you’ll work it out on your own. Now, if 
you’ll allow me to leave.” 

“We don’t have time for this,” Marcus complained. He turned to Kyja. “We 
have to go to Land Keep. We don’t have any choice.” 

Graehl shook his head. “If the boy from Tankum’s army was telling the 
truth tonight, an army stands between you and your destination. Besides, you’d 
never make it there before they attack Terra ne Staric.” 

Kyja looked at Mr. Z, an idea forming. “You said your snail is fast.” 

“A snail ?” Graehl chuckled. “Somehow I think you might do better with a 
horse or—” 

Mr. Z bristled. “Drymaios makes the fastest steed look like a tortoise. Why, 
I once raced her against a six-winged . . .” His words faded as he realized what 
Kyja was suggesting. “Out of the question,” he squeaked. “I agreed to take you 
into the Abyss—which you nearly destroyed. But I said nothing about putting 
some of the finest snail flesh ever seen by man or beast in harm’s way.” 

“You promised the Aerisians you’d help us,” Marcus said. “Should we go 
back and tell them you broke your word?” 

“Balderdash.” Mr. Z pulled out a handkerchief and blotted the back of his 
neck. “Who said anything about breaking my word? I hauled you to Air Keep. 
Rescued you from the jaws of certain death. Brought you back. Took you 
through the Was— where I was nearly killed, I might add. It’s enough, I say. 
More than enough. It’s a travesty. A disgrace. A misguided, wrong-headed, 


pernicious—” 

Kyja leaned down and hugged him. “Thank you.” 

Mr. Z’s face turned red. He wiped his forehead, opened his mouth, and 
sputtered, “I... that is... well... you’re welcome.” 

“Will you please take us to Land Keep?” she asked, staring down at him 
with her big, green eyes. 

Mr. Z turned to Marcus. 

Marcus grinned. “You might as well give up now.” 

Two minutes later, they were standing beside the door of the storage room. 
Mr. Z—who didn’t seem entirely sure how he’d been talked into this—ran his 
handkerchief over Drymaios’s gleaming brown shell, muttering about sweet- 
talking girls and green eyes. 

“Will you come with us?” Kyja asked Graehl. 

“T can’t,” he said. “I’ve got somewhere else I need to be.” 

Marcus sneered, leaning on his staff. “Running away when things get 
dangerous?” 

Graehl’s brow furrowed for a moment, then he broke into laughter. “You 
know, maybe I should have let the Unmakers keep you.” 

“Not that you didn’t try,” Marcus said. 

Graehl ran a hand through his hair. “As a matter of fact, I am going back to 
the cavern of the Unmakers.” 

“Why?” Kyja asked, her throat tightening. The cavern, high in the Windlash 
Mountains—where she’d been imprisoned in ice and where Marcus had been 
tortured by the Unmakers—was a terrible place. Even with the creatures gone, 
the idea of going back there was horrifying. 

“Tt’s where Therapass sent Lanctrus-Darnoc,” Graehl said. “I didn’t 
understand everything the wizard told them, but it’s clear he thought the cavern 
was still dangerous. I don’t imagine anyone knows those caves better than I do.” 

“But if even the land elementals didn’t return from the mountains .. .” Kyja 
said. 

“Tt means Therapass was right.” Graehl nodded. “If you succeed, and I 
don’t come back, send help. Right now I don’t think anyone can be spared from 
defending the city.” 

He was right, but Kyja didn’t like it. 

“T’ve got something for you,” Graehl told her. “Actually, it’s what I was 
talking to the blacksmith about in the Was. He finished it the day before 
yesterday.” He unbuckled his scabbard and took out the sword he’d used to stab 
the Thrathkin S’Bae. Kyja hadn’t been paying close attention before, but now 
she realized the red and gold hilt had the image of a skyte on it. The blade was 


silver metal that looked almost blue. 

“Its belinium,” Graehl said. “Not the strongest metal for one-on-one 
combat, but light and very flexible. Almost impossible to break, no matter how 
much stress you put it under—like someone I know.” 

Kyja took the sword. It was so light she nearly dropped it. “Look,” she told 
Riph Raph, showing him the carving. “It’s you.” There was something engraved 
on the blade as well. She turned it and read, The Most Powerful Magic Is Inside 
You. 

“T can’t take this from you,” she said, tears welling up in her eyes. 

“Tt’s the least I can do,” he said. “After all, if it wasn’t for you believing in 
me, I’d still be a monster.” 

Kyja wrapped her arms around Graehl, hugging him until Marcus coughed. 
The tall man helped Kyja strap on the leather scabbard, then turned to Marcus. 
“Tve got something for you too.” He reached into his cloak and took out the 
piece of silver wood he’d been carving. 

Marcus waved his hand. “I don’t need anything.” 

Graehl laughed again. “Once a trulloch, always a trulloch, huh?” 

“Its not that. I just . . .” Marcus tried to refuse the gift, but Graehl forced 
the stick into his hands. “What is it?” Marcus asked, looking at the elaborately 
carved runes and figures. 

“Tt’s a wand. Shadow wood. Extremely rare. I discovered it in the caves. I 
haven’t tested it, but I’ve been told that being from neither Earth nor Farworld, it 
works equally well in both.” 

Marcus looked down at the wand. “It’s... well . . . thanks.” He held out his 
hand to shake Graehl’s, but the man pulled him into a rough embrace, pounding 
him on the back. 

“Don’t let her talk you into giving up that cynicism entirely. Not everyone 
is completely trustworthy. Not even me.” 

“Well,” Mr. Z said, pulling out his pocket watch, “are you coming? I don’t 
have all day.” 

Kyja and Marcus climbed onto Drymaios, Kyja with one hand on her 
sword, Marcus clutching his staff and wand. Mr. Z clambered inside. “Make sure 
you don’t scratch that shell!” his voice echoed. 

“Be careful,” Kyja told Graehl. 

“And you the same.” 

“T just wanted to say—” Marcus began. 

Before he could complete the sentence, Mr. Z shouted, “Run, Drymaios!” 
and the storage room was empty. 

Mr. Z tumbled out of the snail’s shell, his hat tilted back on his head, gray 


hair standing up in wild tangles and swirls. “What a ride!” He grinned, patting 
Drymaios. “Even I didn’t know she was capable of such lightning-quick speed.” 

Kyja looked to the door that led outside. “Through there?” 

“Where else?” Mr. Z said, as though it was perfectly normal to travel long 
distances without ever leaving the place where you started. 

“I don’t get it,” Marcus said, easing himself painfully off Drymaios’s shell. 
“Tf we’ve already traveled all that way, how can we still be next to this door?” 

Mr. Z pressed his lips together and looked at the ceiling as though he’d 
never heard such a foolish question. “This wonderful steed takes you all the way 
except for the first step and the last, and you complain about having to open a 
door?” 

Marcus looked at Kyja; she raised her hands. She didn’t understand it any 
more than he did. But if it worked, who were they to complain? “How long did it 
take us to get here?” she asked. 

“A little over a day,” Mr. Z said. “I do believe it’s a new land speed record.” 

“Are you all right?” Kyja asked Marcus as he limped toward the door. He 
looked like he was in a lot of pain. 

He gritted his teeth. “I’m fine. Let’s get this over with.” 

“All right,” Kyja said. They had less than two days left. Hopefully Land 
Keep would provide the answers they were looking for. 

She pulled open the door and was plunged into icy water. Something 
slammed against her back, and she turned to find Marcus flailing behind her. She 
just had time to see bubbles stream from his mouth before the door slammed 
shut, leaving them in total darkness. 


Chapter 35 


A Wet Return 


Marcus watched Kyja pull the doorknob. At the last second, he realized she 
was walking into what could be terrible danger. He reached for her arm, but she 
was already through. It was hard to see what was on the other side of the door; 
everything looked dark. Afraid she’d entered into a trap, he jumped through the 
doorway behind her. 

Cold water encased his body. Gasping in shock, he turned for the door, but 
before he could reach it, it slammed shut. Panic flooded his brain as everything 
went black. He kicked and swung his good arm, but he’d never learned to swim, 
and he could feel his body sinking. 

Where was he? Where was Kyja? In the pitch black, he couldn’t see a thing. 
The door was supposed to lead to Land Keep. Had Mr. Z sent them to this place 
on purpose? He coughed, and water filled his nose and mouth. Cold liquid ran 
down his throat, gagging him. 

A hand closed on his arm, and he nearly screamed before realizing it had to 
be Kyja. The hand worked its way down his arms until the fingers closed around 
his wrist, his fingers, and. . . his wand. He was still holding his wand. 

Kyja squeezed his hand twice. It was a message. He needed to cast a spell. 
But it was hard to think with his mouth full of water and his lungs burning. His 
brain seemed trapped in a fog. He had to have .. . air. Air. He needed to cast air 
magic. 

Fighting against the cold that sucked all the energy from his aching body, 
and the lack of oxygen that turned his thoughts to mush, he tried to remember 
the spells Master Therapass had taught him. Was there one that would give him 
air? 

His lungs screamed, and his arms and legs felt like lead. But Kyja still held 
tight to his wrist. He had to find a way to save them. Then he remembered: the 
umbrella spell he’d used to shield them from heat in the desert the first time they 
went to Earth, and later from the snow in the Windlash Mountains. If he changed 
the spell a little, he might be able to create a bubble of oxygen that he and Kyja 
could breathe. 

He tried to think of a rhyme to help, but his brain wouldn’t cooperate. Red 
and yellow lights flashed before his eyes. In desperation, he held out his wand 
and called out in his head, Help me. Help us breathe. 

Something warm and dry pushed the water away from his face, and he 


gasped. Precious air filled his lungs. He coughed, sucked in another mouthful, 
and pulled Kyja beside him. He couldn’t see her face, didn’t even know if she 
was conscious. 

“Breathe!” he screamed. “Breathe!” 

He heard a gasp beside him. And another. “I... thought...I...was... 
drowning,” Kyja managed to say, choking and wheezing. 

“Sorry,” Marcus said. “I was trying to think of a spell.” 

“Don’t be sorry.” Kyja’s voice sounded a little better. “You saved my life 
and...” There was a panicked splashing sound. “Riph Raph?” Kyja cried. “Riph 
Raph, where are you?” 

“Right behind you,” came the skyte’s voice. “Freezing my scales off. And if 
you don’t mind me saying so, one of you has breath that smells like dead mice.” 

Marcus couldn’t believe the skyte was complaining about bad breath at a 
time like this. 

“Tt’s probably me,” Kyja said. “I haven’t brushed my teeth in what feels like 
forever.” 

“Actually, it’s not too bad,” Riph Raph said. “I kind of like dead mice.” 

Marcus and Kyja clung to each other, laughing in relief. Marcus felt his feet 
touch something hard. “I think I just reached the floor.” 

“Me too,” Kyja said. “But I’m freezing. Do you know where we are?” 

Marcus shook his head before realizing Kyja couldn’t see it. “Mr. Z said he 
was taking us to Land Keep. But he must have made some kind of mistake.” 

“Unless they installed an extra-large swimming pool without telling 
anyone,” Riph Raph said. 

Kyja squealed. “Ouch! Watch your claws.” 

“Sorry,” Riph Raph said. “Skytes do not like water.” 

Marcus tried moving his feet. He was definitely standing on some kind of 
hard, flat surface. “I’m not sure how long our air will last. Maybe we should call 
Mr. Z. I’m almost positive he didn’t come through the door with us.” 

“Tm not s-sure that’s a g-good idea,” Kyja said, her teeth chattering. “If we 
summon him into this, he and his snail might drown.” 

Marcus wasn’t sure if a creature of pure magic could drown. But she had a 
point. They should probably figure out where they were and what had happened 
to Mr. Z before deciding what to do. 

“We need some kind of light,” Kyja said. “And heat, if you can manage it.” 

“T can do that,” Riph Raph said, drawing in a breath. 

“No!” Marcus shouted. “No fireballs.” 

“All right. All right,” the skyte said. “Some people are so touchy.” 

“Let me try to cast fire magic.” Marcus remembered a spell on one of the 


scrolls he’d studied. “Flame and fire, ember gray,” he murmured. “Give us light 
to show the way.” 

The end of his wand began to glow. He still wasn’t sure how he felt about 
Graehl, but the shadow wood wand was great. It felt like the strength of his 
magic had doubled, or even tripled. The wand also seemed to warm the water 
around them to make it almost bearable. 

“Look,” Kyja said, pointing through the murky darkness. “Aren’t those 
doors?” 

Clinging to each other, Marcus and Kyja half walked, half swam to a large 
pair of stone doors. Marcus held up his wand, and a symbol came into view—a 
gold loop on one end, and a square within a square on the other. “This is Land 
Keep,” he said, barely able to believe what he was seeing. 

“We come seeking knowledge,” Kyja said. 

Marcus had completely forgotten the password they’d used to get into Land 
Keep the first time, but it worked; the doors swung open at her words. Inside, 
everything was filled with water too. He could just make out the base of the tree 
of knowledge—its golden leaves glinting dully from the light of his wand. 

“Tt’s flooded,” Kyja whispered. “All of Land Keep is flooded. How could 
this happen?” 

“T don’t know about you two, but this place is giving me the creeps,” Riph 
Raph said, clinging to Kyja’s shoulder. 

Marcus looked up at the shadowy tree. “He’s right. Something is really 
wrong here. We need to get out.” 

Quickly the two of them went out the door and through the tunnel beyond. 
Marcus didn’t want to think about it, but the thought wouldn’t go away. “Do you 
think Cascade could have done this?” he asked as they turned a corner. “He does 
control moving water, and the Noble River isn’t far from here.” 

“No,” Kyja said at once. “He wouldn’t.” 

“T wouldn’t put anything past those water breathers,” Riph Raph said. “How 
can you trust someone with no emotions?” 

Marcus tried to convince himself that Kyja was right. Cascade was their 
friend. He’d saved their lives outside Water Keep. How could he join the Dark 
Circle now? But he’d never really gotten along with Lanctrus-Darnoc. Maybe 
this was his way of getting back at the land elementals for some argument. 

He looked over his shoulder as they started up the ramp that led out of Land 
Keep. “Why aren’t the land elementals doing anything about this? Why don’t 
they just block the river?” 

“Maybe they can’t,” Kyja said. “Maybe the water is keeping them trapped 
in here.” 


“Ts that light up ahead?” Marcus extinguished his wand, and a dim glow 
illuminated the water-filled corridor. “I think it’s the end.” 

“Good thing,’ Riph Raph said. “If I have to smell turnip breath much 
longer, I think PII puke.” 

“Oh, yeah,” Marcus said. “Like bug breath is anything to write home 
about.” 

At last, they reached the end of the tunnel. Golden sunlight filtered through 
the water. Kyja climbed out onto land and pulled Marcus up behind her. He 
flopped onto the muddy bank, taking deep breaths of fresh air. “No swamp ever 
smelled so good,” he said. 

“Not to mention warmth.” Kyja sighed. They stretched out on the ground, 
sunlight shining onto their faces. “I don’t want to touch water again for a month. 
Even if it means stinking like a pig.” 

“You’ll be lucky,” a voice said. 

“To live that long,” another added. 

Marcus sat up to see a pair of lizard heads watching him with glittering 
black eyes. One of the heads was deep purple. The other was black with green 
stripes. The lizards were connected to each other at the waist, and they shared a 
pair of green and brown wings, like a misshapen butterfly. 

“T know you,” Kyja said, sitting up. “You’re land elementals.” 

“King of the land elementals,” the purple lizard hissed, its pink tongue 
flickering. 

“No,” Marcus said. “We saw your king. He was half dragon, half lion.” 

“Silence!” The land elementals held up a silver scepter. The last time 
Marcus had seen it was in the paws of the land elemental king. “Do you 
recognize this?” 

“T do,” Riph Raph said. “And it doesn’t belong to you.” 

“Fools!” The black and purple heads laughed together. “The scepter 
belongs to those who wield it. And with it comes all power. All control.” 

“Where are the rest of the land elementals?” Kyja asked. 

One of the lizard heads laughed—a buzzing, papery sound, like wasps 
trying to get through a window screen. “Trapped,” the other said. “And they 
won’t get out. Land magic belongs to us alone. Farworld is ours. You will 
understand better when we deliver you to the Master of the Dark Circle.” 

“Never,” Kyja said, drawing her sword. 

Marcus raised his wand, but before he could cast a spell, the lizards swung 
the scepter, sending him flying through the air. Pain like he’d never imagined 
filled his body. It felt as if every bone had been lit on fire at once. He tried to 
raise his hand but found he could barely move. 


“Marcus!” Kyja screamed. 

She took a step toward him, but the lizards raised the scepter again. “Do 
you want a taste of what he got?” the one on the right asked. Their slit tongues 
licked their scaly lips. 

“Go ahead and try,” Kyja said. She ran at the lizards, blade raised. 

The lizards swung the scepter as before, but nothing happened. Kyja jabbed 
her blade forward, its tip biting deep into the pebbly skin of the land elementals’ 
right arm. Dark green blood seeped from the wound. 

“Imbecile,” the black head said to the purple head. “Don’t you remember 
what the Fontasian told us? She’s immune to magic.” 

Kyja stabbed again, but the land elementals knocked her away with a flap 
of their powerful wings. They swung the scepter again, and this time, a nearby 
tree ripped itself from the ground. Its roots reached out, wrapping themselves 
tightly around Kyja. 

“Leave her alone!” Marcus cried as she struggled against the wood, which 
bit into her arms and legs. 

“Immune to magic,” the purple head said with a whispery chuckle. “But not 
to pain.” It looked down, where dark blood pooled on the ground at its feet. “You 
will pay for this.” 

Marcus looked from the lizards to the bloody puddle. Something about the 
ground gave him an idea. He looked up. The sun was directly overhead, so while 
the land elementals’ blood dripped onto the ground, they didn’t cast a shadow. 

“Tt’s midday!” he shouted. “There’s no shadow.” 

One of the lizards turned to glare at him. The other hissed at Kyja as it 
raised the scepter over its head. 

Kyja looked from Marcus to the sky. 

Would she remember the note and understand? 

Comprehension flashed in her eyes. She clasped her hand to the amulet 
around her neck—the amulet with the same symbol burned into Marcus’s arm. 
But it was too late. The land elementals swung their scepter at Kyja’s face, using 
it like a club. Kyja turned her head and Marcus instinctively closed his eyes, 
unable to look at what was about to happen. 

Instead of Kyja screaming in pain, Marcus heard the land elementals 
howling in fear and surprise. Marcus’s eyes snapped open. The elementals’ silver 
scepter was lying on the ground behind them. They turned to grab it, and a 
familiar inside-out sensation tugged in Marcus’s stomach. 

The muddy ground he’d been lying on turned to cool asphalt. The bright 
sky went black. Marcus reached out with his mind and found Kyja and Riph 
Raph. He pulled, and suddenly Kyja was lying on the street beside him. 


A pair of headlights flashed in front of them and brakes squealed. “Get out 
of the road, you punks!” a man shouted, driving his truck around them. 

Beside them, a green bullfrog puffed up its throat. “Ree-deep. I really hate 
this. Ree-deep.” 

Marcus burst into laughter. He’d never been in so much pain in his life. He 
had no wheelchair. And they’d nearly been run over by a fast-food delivery 
truck. But they were on Earth. And they were safe. He didn’t think he’d ever felt 
better. 


Chapter 36 


Flying Hot Dogs 


A stroller?” Marcus said. “That’s the best you could do? Couldn’t you at 
least get a wagon or something? Even the grocery cart was better than this.” 

“Tt’s all I could find,” Kyja said. “I didn’t want to steal anything, and this 
was abandoned in the middle of an empty field.” 

That wasn’t surprising. After all, who would want a baby stroller with pink 
and blue-flowered upholstery peeling off in several places, a rusted handle, and 
one wheel looking like it might fall off at any minute? Not even a newborn 
would want to be seen in it. 

“This is humiliating,” Marcus said, as Kyja helped him climb into the seat. 
His legs hung over the front, nearly dragging on the ground and his rear could 
barely squeeze into the seat. 

“Not as humiliating as being turned into a green sack of skin with a tongue 
long enough to fly a kite,” Riph Raph croaked from the basket in the back. 

From what Marcus had been able to determine, they were in Gulfport, 
Mississippi. Not exactly a roaring metropolis, but at least it had a bus station. 
“Did you get directions?” he asked. 

With her sword and scabbard carefully hidden beneath her coat, Kyja began 
pushing the stroller along the cracked and lumpy sidewalk. “According to the 
man in the grass station, it’s on 13th Street.” 

“Gas station. Not grass station.” Marcus sighed. If they were heading for 
13th Street that meant ten more blocks of embarrassment. The loose wheel had a 
flat spot that made a whup-whup-whup sound as they rolled along. He just hoped 
it wouldn’t come off. The only thing more embarrassing than being a teenage 
boy pushed in a baby stroller would be being a teenage boy falling out of a baby 
stroller into the street. 

They’d considered calling Mr. Z. After all, he’d come to Earth before. But 
even if the little man came, Marcus was pretty sure his racing snail couldn’t 
come to Earth with him. Besides, what had happened at Land Keep? Had Mr. Z 
known he was sending them into a trap that nearly drowned them? For now, 
Marcus wanted to do everything he could on his own. 

The good news was that it was nearly two a.m., and almost no one was 
around at this hour. 

“What happened back there?” Marcus asked. “The last thing I saw, they 
were about to hit you with that scepter. Then it was on the ground.” 


Kyja paused beneath a streetlight to catch her breath. “I don’t know. I was 
looking away. Didn’t you use some kind of magic?” 

Did I? Marcus didn’t think so. He’d been so out of it from being thrown 
across the field that he’d barely been able to see straight. He must have cast a 
spell, though. It was the only thing that could explain what happened. “Maybe.” 

Kyja started pushing again, the stroller wheel wobbling worse with each 
step. “Where do we go now?” 

Marcus scratched his head. “Water Keep, I guess. If Cascade isn’t at Land 
Keep, it’s the only place I can think to look for him.” 

Kyja nodded and continued to push. Neither of them said anything more, 
but Marcus was pretty sure they both had the same thoughts. Land Keep had 
been flooded by the Noble River. Cascade controlled all moving water— 
including rivers. If the Fontasians had flooded Land Keep, what might that mean 
for Water Keep? It was entirely possible they could be walking into a trap there 
as well. But where else could they go? 

“How will we pay for the bus ride?” Kyja asked. “All our money is back in 
Farworld. Along with all of our trill stones.” 

Money would have made the trip a lot easier. But they’d have to find a way 
to get to Water Keep without it. In a little over a day, the golem army would 
reach Terra ne Staric. They had to get to Water Keep before then and find a way 
to stop the attack. “TIl figure something out.” 

“Ree-deep,” Riph Raph croaked, his eyes bulging. “As I recall, the last time 
you arranged a bus ride, we ended up captured by the Unmakers.” 

“That’s not fair.” Kyja pushed the stroller off a curb, and the bad wheel 
gave an ominous fa-wang sound. 

Marcus braced himself, waiting for the stroller to fall apart. Somehow it 
managed to hold together as they crossed the street and rolled onto the next 
sidewalk. It hadn’t been his fault that the Dark Circle had set up roadblocks the 
last time they rode a bus. At least, not entirely. At the time, he hadn’t known any 
Thrathkin S’Bae were on Earth, or how good they were at tracking him and 
Kyja. 

If the land elementals reported seeing them, the Dark Circle’s agents could 
already be on the way. The only thing he could hope for was that with attacks on 
so many fronts, they were spread too thin to pay close attention. He ran a hand 
along his silver wand, vowing that this time, he’d be ready for the Thrathkin 
S’Bae if they did show up. 

Kyja pushed the stroller over an especially big crack, and a flare of pain 
shot up Marcus’s leg and into his hip. “Sorry,” Kyja said, as he hissed. “Is it 
bad?” 


“Tt’s been worse,” Marcus said. That was true, but the problem was the pain 
was getting worse every hour—a sure sign that Farworld wasn’t doing well. He 
slid around so his leg wasn’t shoved against the stroller’s frame. 

Ten minutes later, they arrived at the Gulfport bus station. By then, the 
stroller was swaying back and forth like a ship in a rolling sea. Much more of 
this ride, and Marcus was pretty sure he’d throw up. He glanced around the 
small building: a bored-looking clerk sitting behind the ticket window, two 
vending machines—one selling sodas, the other candy and chips, a fuzzy TV 
showing what appeared to be a Spanish-language soap opera, and a hot dog 
cooker slowly turning leathery Polish sausages that looked like they’d been on 
their metal spikes for weeks. 

The station was more crowded than he would have expected for the early 
hour. Two men in Army uniforms were snoring in their plastic chairs, heads 
thrown back. An old man who looked like he might have two healthy teeth was 
reading a battered paperback book. And a couple of young families were reading 
picture books and playing with toys to keep their kids entertained. 

Kyja stopped the stroller near a group of three women playing cards and 
helped Marcus climb out of the stroller. Two of the women, who looked to be in 
their mid-fifties—and could possibly have been sisters—glanced over at Marcus 
and smiled sympathetically. 

“That doesn’t look very comfortable,” one of them said. 

“Tell me about it.” Marcus rubbed his legs and tried to stretch his back. 

“Isn’t there a song about a baby stroller?” the second woman said. She 
hummed a tune while the first woman tried to remember the lyrics. 

“Something, something, pram. Riding along with gram.” 

The third woman, who looked about twenty years older than the other two, 
slapped down a card and grinned. “Skip Vicki.” 

“That’s the third time,” the first woman, who must have been Vicki, 
complained. “Why don’t you ever skip Anne?” 

The older woman just laughed. 

Marcus leaned toward Kyja. “Why don’t you check and see when the next 
bus to Chicago is due?” 

A few minutes later, she returned from the ticket counter and sat beside 
Marcus. “The next bus is in forty-five minutes. But the fare is over a hundred 
dollars a ticket.” 

“They get you right in the old keister,” the oldest woman said, pointing to 
her back pocket. 

“Barbara!” Anne said. 

“What? It’s highway robbery, is what it is. Why, when I was a girl, you 


could ride across the country and back for twenty dollars and have enough left 
over for Coney dogs.” 

Vicki glanced over at Kyja. “Did I hear you say you’re going to Chicago?” 

Marcus nodded, unsure of how much he dared tell. The women seemed nice 
enough. But adults tended to be suspicious of children traveling alone. 

“We’re going to Chicago too,” Vicki said. 

“Take me back to Chicago,” the woman next to her sang. 

“What are we going to do?” Kyja asked under her breath. 

Marcus rubbed his hands on his pants and tried to smile. “We’ll figure 
something out.” 

Barbara played another card, said, “Skip Vicki,” and chuckled. She leaned 
toward Marcus and Kyja. “You know,” she whispered, “I probably shouldn’t say 
anything. But after the driver collects the tickets, he usually stops to have a 
smoke around the corner of the building. If there was some sort of diversion, a 
couple of quick children might be able to slip past the ticket taker onto the back 
of the bus without being noticed.” 

Anne looked shocked. “That’s illegal.” 

“Tt’s not like the bus isn’t going there anyway, is it?” Barbara said. 

Vicki smiled and nodded toward the older woman. “Mom always was a bit 
of a rebel. But she’s right. Do you think you could create a diversion?” 

Marcus grinned and ran a finger along his wand. “I think I might be able 
to.” 

Almost exactly forty-five minutes later, the bus pulled up in front of the 
station. “Express 474, with stops in Jackson, Memphis, and Chicago,” the ticket 
taker called over the speakers. 

The three women gathered their cards. “Go get ’em,” Barbara said. 

Vicki gave Marcus a smile that made him wish she were his mother. “Good 
luck.” 

“What now?” Kyja asked. The ticket taker glanced in their direction. 

“Walk out the door, like you’re waiting for someone,” Marcus said. “Don’t 
get close enough to the bus to make him suspicious. But be ready to move.” 

Kyja picked up Riph Raph and stuck him in her coat pocket. “Ew,” he said. 
“Tt’s still wet in here.” 

“You should like that,” Marcus said evilly. “Frogs like wet places.” 

Sure enough, as soon as the bus driver checked the women’s tickets, he 
took a quick look about the station, unzipped his jacket, and disappeared around 
the corner. As soon as he did, Marcus checked the ticket counter. The clerk was 
completely focused on a portable TV. Marcus was just thinking he might be able 
to sneak by without any diversion at all, when the two soldiers walked toward 


the bus, and the ticket clerk looked up from his TV. 

Marcus pointed his wand at the soda machine. The big metal box rumbled, 
clunked, and a soda popped out of the bottom, rolling halfway across the station 
floor. The clerk glanced at the old man first, then at Marcus. 

The old man eyed the soda. Marcus held up his hands and shook his head as 
if to say, Weird, but I didn’t have anything to do with it. 

When the clerk didn’t do anything about the soda machine, Marcus waved 
his wand again. This time, the candy machine buzzed. Its lights blinked on and 
off. The clerk turned off his television, opened the door to his office, and came 
out. As the man approached the vending machines, Marcus waved his wand 
again. Another soda can flew out, and the clerk had to dodge to avoid getting hit. 
The candy machine buzzed even louder. Two candy bars dropped from their 
slots, and a bag of chips exploded, sending Cool Ranch Doritos everywhere. 

The clerk peered through the glass and banged the machine. At the same 
time, Kyja peeked around the front of the bus. 

Marcus started toward the door, but at that moment, the driver returned. He 
took the tickets from the three women, who climbed aboard with a concerned 
look back. The soldiers went next, and one of the young families. 

By then the clerk had cleaned up the vending machines and was returning 
to his office. Kyja pointed toward the bus. If they didn’t do something quickly, it 
would leave without them. The driver glanced at Kyja, “You getting on?” 

“Um, not—not right now,” Kyja stammered. 

“Now or never.” The driver started toward the bus. If Marcus was going to 
do something, it had to be now. And it had to be big. 

Marcus pointed his wand at the hot dog machine. The motor turning the hot 
dogs suddenly sped up. At first it was only a little. But soon it was spinning so 
fast, the sausages began to slip off their metal spikes. The clerk—who was 
walking back from the vending machine—didn’t notice what was happening 
until a shriveled sausage flew past his left ear like a guided missile. He looked 
up just in time to see another sausage soar over his head, hitting the actress on 
the TV in the face. 

Marcus waved his wand at the drink machine. It clunked three times in 
quick succession, and boom, boom, boom, three sodas launched themselves 
across the bus station. The driver stepped away from the bus to see what was 
going on, and Marcus used air magic on the hot dogs, the drink machine, and the 
candy machines all at once. 

It was like some kind of crazy video game. Hot dogs flew through the air. 
Sodas popped open, spraying their contents like geysers, the candy machine 
buzzed and rocked as though it might break into dance moves at any moment. 


Completely spooked, the clerk raced into his office and slammed the door behind 
him. He popped up just long enough to grab the phone off the counter, then 
disappeared from sight. 

“Hello?” his panicked voice shouted from inside the office. “Police?” 

The bus driver looked over at the ticket clerk. “What’s going on, bud? You 
want me to grab a fire extinguisher or something?” 

Marcus climbed off his chair. Scooting across the floor on the seat of his 
pants, he raced passed the nearly toothless old man, who was helping himself to 
a hot dog and a soda, and hurried to the bus. Kyja was waiting for him. She 
helped him up the steps, and by the time the driver returned, they were ducked 
down behind the ladies in the back. 

“That was quite a diversion,” Vicki said. 

Marcus only shrugged. “Weird.” 


Interlude 


Attack 


Tankum had never admitted defeat. Not in his mortal life, and not as a 
creature of stone. Not until now. Nothing he’d tried had worked. Not brute force. 
Not strategy. Not even trickery. With a mortal enemy, he could have worn them 
out. With a fixed count, even a count that far outnumbered his forces, he could 
have pared them down, changed terrain, improved his odds. 

Even in Windshold, knowing he was outnumbered and overmatched, he had 
believed he could still win until the very last blade had taken his life. 

But these creatures were like nothing he’d ever faced. For every one he 
destroyed, two took their place. Strategy didn’t matter. If he flanked them, they 
simply turned to face the new threat with the same mindless ferocity. 

When he tricked them into meeting his forces in the narrow mountain pass, 
he thought he might be able to hold them back. Or at least slow them down. But 
they simply ripped away the side of the mountain until it was wide enough for 
them to overwhelm his army. 

His men were exhausted and dispirited. Most of the humans had been cut 
down or had fled. He couldn’t blame them, although he’d never run from a battle 
and never would. But now, even the stone warriors and wizards were lagging. It 
wasn’t because of their bodies growing weary; they no longer needed rest. But 
even a stone soldier’s mind could only take so much before it began to break. 

He could only hope the boy had reached Terra ne Staric in time to warn 
them. 

Turning back to the fight, he raised his swords, charged against the 
overwhelming force, and shouted the battle cry he had lived by all his life. “To 
the death!” 


Part 4 
Battle at Terra ne Staric 
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Chapter 37 


An Old Friend 


The bus ride took longer than they would have liked, but at least they didn’t 
go hungry. It turned out that Vicki, Anne, and Barbara had brought twice as 
much food as they could possibly eat. Kyja and Marcus, who hadn’t had a meal 
since Icehold, gladly helped them finish off the sandwiches, cookies, and fruit. 
The women also taught them several card games, including Skip-Bo, Phase Ten, 
and Rook. 

Riph Raph napped, caught the occasional fly buzzing around the bus 
window, and complained about being warty and squishy, when the women 
weren’t close enough to overhear him. 

Kyja was worried the ticket clerk might get in trouble and made Marcus 
promise to send money to the bus station to cover the costs of the sodas, candy, 
and hot dogs—even though Marcus argued that no one in his right mind would 
actually pay money for the disgusting Polish sausages. She also made him 
promise to send money to cover the cost of their tickets, although they didn’t tell 
Barbara that. The old woman seemed to be enjoying their prank far too much, 
and they didn’t want to spoil her fun. 

By the time the bus pulled into the terminal, it was a little after seven that 
night. 

“Can we give you a lift somewhere?” Vicki asked. “My daughter is picking 
us up.” 

“No, thanks,” Kyja said. “Our ride should be coming any minute.” She and 
Marcus had discussed the possibility that the women might offer help once they 
reached Chicago. They both agreed that, although the women were very nice, the 
fewer people who noticed a boy and a girl traveling alone, the better it would be 
—yjust in case the Dark Circle came around asking questions. 

As they left the bus station, Marcus said, “It’s kind of strange.” 

“The city?” Kyja asked. Even though she’d been to Chicago once before, 
the size of it still amazed her. She could probably put every man, woman, and 
child in Farworld here, and not fill it up. And still, she found herself searching 
the face of every adult they passed, wondering if one of them might be her 
mother or father from Earth. 

“Not the city,” Marcus said. “The way people always help you.” 

Kyja paused. “What do you mean?” 

Marcus scratched his head. “Every time we come to Earth, you do things 


for people, and they do things for you. Like those ladies on the bus. If I’d been 
here by myself, they might have been nice. They might even have felt sorry for 
me. But they never would have helped me sneak onto the bus or given me food. 
It’s like you have a strange effect on everyone around you.” 

“That’s crazy,” Kyja said. If people were kind to her, it was just because she 
was kind to them. What was so special about that? 

Marcus didn’t say anything. But she could tell by his expression that he 
didn’t agree. 

“Which way?” Kyja asked as they exited the building. 

Marcus pointed to the left. “The place we jumped from is about seven 
blocks that way.” 

“Can you make it?” Kyja asked. She’d tried not to say anything to Marcus 
about his pain, but it was clear he was suffering. Whenever he thought no one 
was watching, he squeezed the muscles in his bad leg, his eyes wincing, his teeth 
clenched. 

“Sure,” Marcus said. “It may just take me a little longer.” 

But they hadn’t gone more than a few hundred feet when he had to stop to 
rest. Kyja glanced around. This wasn’t the best part of town, and the sun was 
beginning to set. At this rate, it would be dark well before they reached the 
jumping point. 

“Maybe I could carry you for a little bit,” she suggested, although she 
wasn’t even sure she could lift him. 

“T’m fine.” Marcus grimaced and forced himself to go almost another block 
before he collapsed against a chain-link fence, sweat beading on his face and 
arms. 

Kyja looked through the fence to where a group of boys was playing a 
game she remembered from the last time they were here—basselball. Even 
though there were a million other things she and Marcus needed to be doing, a 
part of her longed to run onto the court and join kids her age in a game that 
didn’t require any magic. 

“Hey,” a voice said from behind them. “Don’t I know you?” 

Kyja turned to look at the boy standing by the fence. At first she didn’t 
recognize him. He was much taller than her or Marcus, with broad shoulders and 
long legs. 

“You’re the chicken girl, aren’t cha?” 

“Ty?” Kyja shouted. She couldn’t believe it. What were the chances of 
seeing the boy who’d helped them through the city over a year ago? And what 
had happened to him? He was so big. 

Ty grinned, resting his basselball on his hip. “Thought that was you.” He 


looked over at Marcus, who was still trying to catch his breath. “What’s 
happening, little brother? You look like you’ve been working up a sweat.” 

Marcus wiped his forehead. “A little.” 

Ty glanced around curiously. “You get away from those dudes who was 
chasing you last time you was here?” 

“Actually,” Kyja said, “now we’re chasing them.” 

“That’s cool.” He bounced his basselball. “Need me to drive you 
somewhere?” 

Kyja’s mouth dropped open. “You have a driving machine? Did you get 
your humbler?” 

Ty laughed. “No. I ain’t got no Hummer yet. But I got a real sweet ride.” 

Marcus frowned. “You’re old enough to have a car?” 

Ty suddenly lost control of the ball, bouncing it off his foot. “Well, it’s sort 
of my car. Mostly it’s my brother’s. And I ain’t exactly got a license yet. But he 
lets me drive it anyway. I’m just as good a driver as he is.” 

“Yes, please,” Kyja said. “We would like a ride in your driving machine.” 

Ty grinned. “Kay. I’ll be back.” He turned and disappeared down the 
street, bouncing his basselball as he went. 

Marcus gave Kyja a knowing look. “See?” 

“See what?” Kyja asked. 

“What are the chances that in a city the size of Chicago, we’d run into the 
one person we know? And even more, that he would offer a ride at the very 
moment we need one? Doesn’t that seem the least bit odd to you?” 

“He’s just nice,” Kyja said. 

“That’s what you think,” Riph Raph said, peeking out of her pocket. “He 
called me a chicken.” 

“Well you were a chicken the last time he saw you,” Kyja said. 

“T was nothing of the sort. I might look like a frog or a chicken ora...a 
lizard here on Earth. But once a skyte, always a skyte. There is no way to hide 
the noble race inside.” 

““Noble race.’” Marcus chuckled, licking his cracked lips. “Maybe when 
you’re racing away from danger.” 

Riph Raph scowled, but it was hard to look menacing as a frog. 

“Tm telling you,” Marcus said to Kyja, “something is going on with you, 
and it has been since the first time we came here. PI bet Master Therapass 
knows about it too.” He closed his eyes and rested his head against the fence. 

Kyja was worried about him. His breathing was shallow, and even while he 
was resting, perspiration coated his face and soaked his shirt. She knew what it 
meant: Farworld was in danger. Maybe in the greatest danger it had ever faced. 


And Marcus’s health was a reflection of that. The only way to help him was to 
find a way to stop—or at least slow down—the Dark Circle. 

Several minutes later, a dark blue driving machine rolled down the street, its 
paint glittering under the setting sun as though bits of metal were embedded in it. 
Music like Kyja had never heard blared from its open windows as it pulled to the 
side of the street. The music had a rhythm that made Kyja tap her feet, although 
she couldn’t understand most of the words. 

Ty parked the driving machine, which was so close to the ground that its 
sides nearly dragged on the street, and jumped out. “What you think?” he asked. 
“Ts she fine looking or what?” 

“<She’?” Kyja asked, not realizing that driving machines could be male or 
female. “Yes. She’s beautiful.” 

Ty beamed. 

Together they helped Marcus into what Ty called his sweet ride, and slid 
him to the middle of the front seat. 

“He’s not looking too good,” Ty said when the three of them were in the 
car. 

“I know,” Kyja said. “But he’ll get better when we arrive where we’re 
going.” 

“Where are you going? The doctor? Or maybe the mall? Burger and a shake 
might make him feel better.” Ty put his hand on the wheel that steered his 
driving machine and moved it away from the curb with a jerk that knocked Kyja 
back in her seat. “Sorry ’bout that. She got a lot of power.” 

Kyja could feel the machine vibrating through her body—or maybe it was 
the music. “We need to go back to the place you took us before.” 

Ty peeked at her out of the corner of his eye. “You gonna disappear again, 
ain’t cha?” 

“We have to,” Kyja admitted. “It’s the only way to help Marcus.” 

Ty stopped for a red light, and his hands tapped along with the music. “You 
some kind of magician or something?” 

Kyja couldn’t help laughing at that. He was the first person who had ever 
called her that. “No. I’m just a girl.” 

“Uh huh,” Ty said, clearly not believing her. They passed building after 
building, each taller than anything in Farworld—even taller than the Aerisians’ 
castle—and Kyja considered telling Ty the truth. How would he react if she 
explained that she and Marcus were on a quest to gather four elementals to help 
them open a doorway between two worlds? Probably exactly as she would have 
responded if someone had told her about Earth before she met Marcus. 

As they turned a comer, Kyja leaned over to check on Marcus, who seemed 


to be sleeping. 

“Whoa!” Ty said, nearly running his driving machine off the road as he 
stared in her direction. “That thing real?” 

Kyja looked down and realized that the pommel of her sword was poking 
out of her coat. She tried to push it back, but it was too late; Ty had already seen 
it. 

“That’s a real sword,” Ty said. He stopped in front of the old, peeling 
building from where Kyja and Marcus had jumped into Water Keep before. “Can 
I look at it?” 

Kyja didn’t see the harm. He had brought them here; it was the least she 
could do. She took the sword out of her coat. The leather scabbard was warped 
and discolored after being soaked in water for so long. But as she drew the 
blade, it still gleamed. 

“Holy smoking steel,” Ty said, his eyes wide. “You know how to use it?” 

Kyja couldn’t help swelling a little with pride. “I’m as good with this as you 
are with your basselball. Maybe even better.” 

“You may be a girl,” Ty said. “But you ain’t just anything.” He turned his 
head to read the writing on the blade. “‘The most powerful magic is inside you.’ 
What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“Pm not really sure,” Kyja said, putting the sword back into its scabbard 
and sliding it inside her coat. “It’s something a man told me once. A man who is 
a real magician. He said everyone has magic inside them. You just need to find 
it.” 

Ty thought about that for a minute before nodding. “I get that. I always 
known I got something inside me. Maybe it’s basketball. Maybe it’s something 
else. But I’m gonna do something one day. Ain’t gonna end up no bum sleeping 
in a cardboard box. Ain’t gonna be doing no drugs neither. Not like my brother.” 

“T believe you,” Kyja said. 

Ty tapped his hands on his legs. “You gonna do something too. Something 
big. Knew it first time I seen you.” 

Kyja thought about what Marcus had said. Was it possible that there was 
something special about her? She didn’t feel special. She turned to Ty. “When 
you ran into Marcus and me, it was just an accident, wasn’t it?” 

Ty blinked. “It’s weird you ask. Tonight I was just hanging out, you know? 
Watching some TV. When all of a sudden, I get this feeling I need to head down 
to the court. Almost like I was supposed to find you. That sound crazy?” 

Kyja began to nod, but then stopped. Maybe it wasn’t crazy. Master 
Therapass had said she was supposed to save her world. She didn’t know what 
she was supposed to do on Earth—how a girl could save such a huge and 


unimaginable world. But every time she came here, she got the feeling 
something was missing from this world. Something only she could give it. 

“No,” she said. “It doesn’t sound crazy to me.” 

“Me neither.” Ty looked out the window, where the sky had turned black 
and the streetlights were turning on. “So, you gonna do it now? You gonna 
disappear?” 

“Not yet,” Kyja said. “We have to wait until midnight. It’s safer for Marcus 
that way.” She reached for the door handle, but Ty stopped her. 

“What cha doing? It’s only nine. You ain’t waiting out there for three 
hours.” 

“Don’t you need to get your driving machine back to your brother?” Kyja 
asked. 

Ty shrugged and gave her a shy smile. “Didn’t exactly ask for permission to 
take her. So I don’t guess it matters when I bring her back.” 

For the next three hours—while Marcus slept and Riph Raph squirmed in 
her coat pocket—Kyja asked Ty everything she could think of about Earth. For 
his part, Ty seemed to enjoy answering her questions, although he acted 
surprised by some of the things she didn’t know and laughed when she 
mispronounced words. 

He taught her about different kinds of music, scrolling through various 
“radio stations.” “This is rap; it’s def. That’s rock. This is violins, and horns, and 
junk. That’s cowboy garbage. Makes my ears hurt to listen to it.” 

He explained the game he liked to play—which was actually called basket 
ball, not bassel ball, as well as games called football and baseball. 

“There’s also some other games like soccer and tennis and stuff. But I don’t 
know nothing ’bout them.” 

When midnight arrived, Kyja was actually sad to leave. She wanted to learn 
so much more. And hopefully, one day, she might be able to teach Ty about 
Farworld. 

“We’d better go,” she said. 

“Yeah.” 

She gently shook Marcus, wishing she didn’t have to wake him up. 

“Ts it time?” He reached up to rub his eyes and moaned in pain. 

“Thank you for everything,” she told Ty. “Maybe we’ll see you again 
sometime.” 

“Maybe.” Ty ran his hands across the top of the steering wheel. “That thing 
the magician told you, about having magic inside you?” 

“Yes?” 

“The dude was right. You got so much magic inside, I think it rubs off on 


other people just from being around ’em.” 

Kyja smiled and squeezed his hand. “Thank you.” She took a breath and 
looked at Marcus. “Are you ready?” 

He nodded. “As ready as PII ever be.” 

“Good-bye,” she told Ty. Then, closing her eyes, she found herself floating 
in the gray place between Earth and Farworld, and pushed. A moment later, she 
found herself floating in the strange half air, half water atmosphere of Water 
Keep. 

But something was wrong. The blue city was dark, almost black, even 
though it was the middle of the day there. The sky that should have been blue- 
green was a Sludgy brown, and the water on which buildings, statues, and trees 
normally floated in a constant parade of movement was still. The air had an odd 
stale smell to it. 

A little girl with long, green hair turned around. She put a hand to her 
mouth—eyes wide. “You shouldn’t have come here.” 


Chapter 38 


The Trap 


Sitting in the Great Hall, with all the water elementals but Tide, Marcus 
stretched out his leg, enjoying the weightlessness that made his pain almost 
bearable. Above him—or was it below him? It was hard to tell—Riph Raph 
flapped his wings crazily, trying to keep from spinning in a slow circle. 

Cascade hunched on a sandstone bench, head resting in his hands. “Does 
Master Therapass know you’re here?” 

“No,” Marcus said, realizing it had been a mistake not to tell the wizard 
where they were going. He had to be panicked by now. 

“Can you see what’s happening at Terra ne Staric?” Kyja asked. 

“We can’t see anything,” said Mist, a thin woman with a silvery sparkle that 
now looked gray and dull. Every Fontasian in the room appeared defeated, their 
bodies slumped and heads hanging. Even Morning Dew, the little girl who was 
always laughing and playing, barely cracked a smile. 

Marcus couldn’t imagine how anything could keep the water elementals 
from seeing; their vision had always been so incredible, they could stare right 
through mountains. “I thought you could see out of anything that had water.” 

“Not anymore,” Cascade said. “Ever since Nizgar-Gharat encased us in this 
land barrier, we can’t leave Water Keep or see anything outside of it.” 

Nizgar-Gharat had to be the land elementals who had attacked them outside 
Land Keep. 

“Can’t you wash it away?” Kyja asked. “It looks like dirt.” 

“Tt’s not just dirt,” said Raindrop, a chubby woman whose color-changing 
robe was washed out and lifeless. “It’s pure land magic—a prison we can’t 
escape.” 

“But we can,” Marcus said. “Kyja and I can jump to Earth, go outside the 
city walls, jump back, and—” 

Cascade sighed. “You don’t understand. The barrier was made using the 
land elementals’ scepter of permanence. Anything created with it is 
unchangeable. You three can leave anytime you want, but we’re locked in here 
forever.” 

“No!” Kyja jumped up too quickly and began floating away until Raindrop 
reached out and pulled her back. “We’ll find a way to get the scepter and reverse 
the spell,” Kyja said. “And if that doesn’t work, we’ll destroy the scepter.” 

“That’s one of the things I find most interesting about you humans,” 


Cascade said with a sad smile. “Your unwillingness to admit defeat in the face of 
impossible odds. Even if you could defeat Nizgar-Gharat and wrest away the 
scepter—which you can’t—you could not undo this magic. You cannot break the 
spell without destroying the scepter first, and the scepter is indestructible.” 

Marcus hung his head. Then their quest was over. Even if they found a way 
to stop the Dark Circle’s attacks, they couldn’t open a drift without a water 
elemental. 

“How did this happen?” Kyja asked. 

“Tide,” Mist said, her face contorted with anger. “He’s been working with 
the Dark Circle all along.” 

“He’s the one who pushed me outside the wall the first time you came 
here,” Dew said, stomping her foot. 

“Tt’s my fault,” Cascade said. “When Master Therapass sent me to find the 
traitor, I was so convinced it was the land elementals, I never considered it might 
be one of us. When I discovered Nizgar-Gharat’s treachery, I came straight to 
our king. Not once did it cross my mind that he might be working side by side 
with the foul land elementals. He convinced me he had a plan to catch Nizgar- 
Gharat and any other land elementals cooperating with the Dark Circle. 

“When I flooded Land Keep, I thought I was trapping the traitors, when, in 
fact, what I was doing was giving them a chance to steal the scepter and lock us 
in here. Now the only land or water elementals not trapped are Nizgar-Gharat, 
Tide, and Lanctrus-Darnoc.” 

Marcus slammed his fist against his leg. Pain flared in his knee and hip. If 
there was any way out of this, he couldn’t see it. 

“There has to be something we can do,” Kyja said. “The Aerisians have 
given us the ability to go back in time. What if we went into the past and warned 
you about Tide?” 

“Time travel? Interesting.” Cascade thought for a minute before sighing. 
“No. That won’t work either. It’s hard to explain. You see, magic done with the 
scepter of permanence is impervious to time. If you went back in time, you 
would still find all of us trapped in Water Keep, even though the spell hadn’t yet 
been cast.” 

Marcus shook his head in frustration. “What I don’t understand is why Tide 
would agree to work with the Dark Circle in the first place. Doesn’t he realize 
their goal is to destroy Farworld>” 

“We are creatures of logic,” Cascade said. “For Tide to choose an action 
this extreme, he must have been promised something of great value—although I 
can’t imagine what.” 

“You’re giving up?” Riph Raph squawked at the Fontasians. “I told Kyja 


we shouldn’t expect anything from a bunch of fish farmers.” 

“What choice do we have?” Cascade pounded his fist on the bench, 
cracking the sandstone slab. 

Marcus racked his brain, trying to come up with a solution. Whatever they 
did, the Dark Circle got there first. At least they’d been able to say they’d 
gathered half the elementals they needed to open the drift. But now even that 
accomplishment had been negated. 

Kyja smiled sadly at Cascade. “It almost makes me wish we’d never started 
this quest in the first place. At least then you wouldn’t be stuck here.” 

Something about Kyja’s words struck a chord in Marcus’s head, as if a 
flame had just been lit—burning, but so far away he couldn’t make it out. He 
tried to follow the feeling through by talking it out. “Sure, if we hadn’t started 
this quest, the Dark Circle wouldn’t have trapped you here. And it’s too late to 
go back and change it, because it wouldn’t make any difference.” 

“No matter what you do, the barrier will still be there,” Cascade agreed. 

“Because it was created with the scepter. And the scepter can’t be 
destroyed.” It sounded completely hopeless. So why did he suddenly feel hope? 
He sat up straight. “We saw Nizgar-Gharat with the scepter only a few hours 
ago. When we swam out of Land Keep. If only .. .” 

“What are you thinking?” Kyja asked. 

“Pm not sure.” Marcus rubbed his temples. A solution was there. He knew 
it was. Something he had missed. If only he could see it. He went through all the 
facts he knew one more time. “The spell can’t be broken as long as the scepter 
exists. And the scepter can’t be destroyed. But even if we went back in time, the 
barrier would still be in place. So the only way to get rid of the barrier would be . 

Marcus jumped up, ignoring the pain in his body. That was it. The only way 
to break the spell was to get rid of the scepter. And there was only one way he 
knew of to get rid of the scepter. He turned to Cascade, “If we can take away the 
barrier, how quickly can you clear the water from Land Keep?” 

“There would still be Tide to deal with, but we’d have him outnumbered. 
However, Nizgar-Gharat is all but invincible with the scepter. It’s pointless 
though because removing the barrier is impossible.” 

“Isn’t that what you said you liked about humans—that we don’t 
understand impossible odds?” Marcus looked around at the Fontasians. “Kyja 
and I are going away for a few minutes. If nothing goes wrong, the barrier 
should disappear a few minutes after we leave. As soon as it does, free Land 
Keep. Then get to Terra ne Staric as quickly as you can. They’re going to need 
your help against the golems. It might be too late already.” 


For the first time, Cascade lost his defeated look. “I don’t know how you’re 
going to do it. But, if you manage to free us, I will do everything in my power to 
save your people.” 

“We’ll need to return to Terra ne Staric too,” Marcus said. “How fast can 
we get there by frost pinnois?” 

Cascade shook his head. “Zhethar is fast. But perhaps not fast enough.” 

“He would be if I created a storm,” Raindrop said. “I could make a 
hurricane that would get you there in no time.” 

“What are you thinking?” Kyja asked Marcus. 

“T’m thinking it’s time to call Mr. Z again,” Marcus said. “Where are you, 
you lovable little snail jockey?” he shouted. 

Mr. Z appeared in front of them, holding a half-eaten sandwich. He was 
about to take another bite when he looked around and realized where he was. 
“What is this?” he cried. “I thought we agreed that you were done with my 
help.” 

“We didn’t agree to that,” Kyja said. 

“Besides,” Marcus said, clapping him on the back and sending the little 
man’s sandwich flying. “You have to make up for nearly drowning us in Land 
Keep.” 

“Drowning? What is this about drowning? Preposterous. I only did what 
you asked. How was I to know that . . .” He eyed his sandwich as it slowly 
floated away. “Fine. Where do you want to go?” 

“To the Abyss of Time,” Marcus said. 

“Too dangerous!” Mr. Z squeaked. He grabbed his glasses and rubbed them 
furiously with a handkerchief. “The spindle. The cracks. The whole thing could 
come down on our heads.” 

Marcus gave the little man a menacing look. “Do we need to talk to the 
Aerisians about this?” 

Mr. Z rolled his eyes, but a moment later, the three of them stood on the 
tilted floor of the Abyss. As soon as he returned to normal gravity, Marcus’s legs 
collapsed, and he slammed to the hard stone floor. 

He had been hoping that the waterfall of the Was had frozen over again. But 
if anything, it looked even worse than before. A steady stream of water ran from 
the crack and down its face. 

“I thought we decided going back in time wouldn’t help,” Kyja said, 
helping Marcus up. 

“I’m going into the Was,” Marcus said. “But I need you to go somewhere 
else.” He took her hand. “This might be dangerous, so listen carefully. You’re 
going into another portal. It’s called the Never Was. It’s extremely dangerous. 


No matter what happens, do not look at or talk to the woman in black. And don’t 
go anywhere near the void.” 

“The Void of Unbecoming?” Kyja asked. “The one the air elementals told 
us about?” 

“Yes. Stay far away from it.” He turned to Mr. Z. “You stay with Kyja in 
the Never Was. Don’t leave her, or I swear l'll make sure the air elementals hang 
you from your heels for the rest of your life.” 

“What are you going to do in the Was?” Kyja asked. 

“T’m getting the scepter,” Marcus said. “As soon as I do, I need you to pull 
me into the Never Was, just like you pulled me out of it before.” 

“No!” Mr. Z grabbed his gray hair and yanked so hard a tuft of it came out 
in his hand. “Are you crazy? Demented? Mad? Didn’t you see what happened 
when you knocked over a shovel? This—this could bring the whole thing down 
on our heads.” 

“T know,” Marcus said. “But there’s no other way. Which is why, as soon as 
Kyja pulls me into the Never Was, you’re going to get her out of there.” 

“Tm not leaving the Abyss without you,” Kyja said. 

“Maybe you should rethink this,’ Riph Raph said. “Larry the leprechaun 
here seems to be pretty sure this whole place is going to go kaboom!” 

“No. I won’t go without him.” She turned to Marcus. “How will I know 
when you have the scepter?” 

Marcus squeezed her hand. “If Mr. Z is right, I’m pretty sure yov’ ll know.” 


Chapter 39 


The Never Was 


Good luck,” Marcus said. “Don’t forget—do not listen to the woman. Don’t 
even look at her if you can help it.” 

“I won’t. You be careful too.” Kyja watched as Marcus dropped to the floor 
and scooted toward the Was. The waterfall roared to life, startling her, and 
Marcus disappeared into the mist. 

“Most irresponsible,” Mr. Z muttered under his breath. “No idea of 
consequences. No consideration of repercussions. No respect for laws of time 
and space.” 

“Which way is the Never Was?” she asked. 

Mr. Z trembled, and for a moment, she thought the little man was going to 
run. Instead he pointed a shaking finger at the waterfall to their right. Kyja 
glanced around the Abyss. The Is, the Was, the Never Was. Her eyes stopped on 
the fourth wall—the one Marcus had never named. Is that what he was so afraid 
of? For the tiniest moment, she considered seeing what was behind it before 
going into the Never Was. If she knew what was scaring Marcus, she could help 
him deal with it. 

Just a peek. 

But they didn’t have time for that now. “Take me into the Never Was,” she 
told Mr. Z. 

He pulled his hat down until it nearly covered his eyes, gave a deep sigh, 
and led her into the mist. 

The first thing she noticed was the woman in black, sitting near an empty 
fireplace. The second thing was the intense feeling of despair which filled the 
room. If one could collect every failed plan, every shattered dream, every lost 
love, and put them all in one place, this was what it would feel like. 

“You are alone,” the woman said, without getting up. 

“No, I—” Kyja began, before remembering she wasn’t supposed to talk. 
Instead she studied the floor, shiny black, speckled with flecks of gold and silver. 

“No parents. No brothers. No sisters. It must be very lonely.” 

Kyja glanced quickly at the woman, expecting some kind of monster. 
Instead, she saw the most astonishing blue eyes. Eyes that seemed to understand 
everything she’d ever been through. 

“Tt must have been hard having no friends,” the woman whispered. 
“Growing up as an outcast.” 


Kyja trembled. “I had Riph Raph. And Master Therapass. And the 
Goodnuffs.” 

“*Parents’ who had real children who slept in their house. While you slept 
in the barn with the livestock. An old wizard who made you painfully aware of 
your own lack of magic. No children who would play with you, and your only 
friend a flying lizard.” 

“He’s not a lizard.” Kyja managed to pull her eyes away from the woman’s 
gaze, feeling a small flame of anger. 

But the woman quickly doused the anger, like a burbling stream putting out 
a fire. “You must have felt so alone. So unloved.” Her words flowed into every 
crack of doubt and insecurity Kyja had, leaving her feeling cold and bleak. Why 
had Marcus sent her here, knowing what this woman could do? 

Suddenly, the woman was at her side. “He’s deserted you, like everyone 
else.” 
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Cold fingers traced her cheek. “The old man knew you were incapable of 
magic. He despised you. Your parents never wanted you in the first place. They 
were glad to see you go. And the boy sent you here—the home of lost souls, 
broken hearts, and miserable endings.” 

“No...” Kyja said. But could it be true? Marcus had told her not to listen 
to the woman. But maybe that was because he was afraid of her learning the 
truth. 

Icy hands turned her head until she was looking at a swirling black pool. 
“He’s not coming back. He left you here. But I understand. I know what you 
need.” 


Marcus stepped into the Was, and water roared as mist filled his vision. Was 
this a mistake? Things had reached the point where almost any decision he made 
could be something that caused Kyja to get killed. But waiting and doing nothing 
could be even worse. He just had to hope that he was doing the right thing and 
try not to second-guess himself. 

A second later, he entered the hallway—this time with only two walls, 
thank goodness. The last time, the three walls had made him a little queasy. He 
rubbed his sweaty hands on the front of his shirt. 

“You’re back!” a cheerful voice called. 

Marcus turned to see the little boy from the first time he’d entered the Was, 
hopping on one foot toward him. Ignoring the boy, Marcus gripped his staff in 
one hand and raced down the hallway, his two legs whole again. 

He didn’t want to leave Kyja in the Never Was any longer than he had to. 


She didn’t have the reason for wanting to throw herself into the void like he’d 
had. But he could still remember the way the place had made him feel—the way 
he’d been so convinced that unmaking himself was the only answer. 

“You didn’t bring the gunky man with you this time,” the boy said, skipping 
beside him. 

Marcus glanced at the paintings on the wall. They showed him and Kyja 
getting on the bus; he was nearly to the door he was looking for. “The gunky 
man?” 

“The gunky man, the gunky man. The gunky man, the gunky man,” the boy 
sang, still skipping. “I don’t like him.” 

“Why not?” Marcus asked. He hadn’t liked Mr. Z at first either, but he was 
getting used to little man’s odd behavior. 

“He’s different.” The boy shuddered and stopped skipping. “He can see 
more. Do more.” 

Marcus remembered the Aerisians saying that Mr. Z was a creature of pure 
magic. What did that mean, exactly? “Is that why you didn’t show up when I 
was here before?” 

The boy nodded. “Gunky.” 

Marcus reached the painting of him and Kyja standing in front of Nizgar- 
Gharat, the land elementals. Even in the painting, the land elementals looked 
terrifyingly strong. He hadn’t given his plan much thought past this point. He 
knew what he needed to do, but not how to do it. 

“You don’t want to go in there,” the little boy said, hopping from one foot 
to the other. “Let’s go somewhere fun.” 

“Td like to,” Marcus admitted with a mouth that suddenly felt far too dry. 
“But I don’t have any choice.” Clutching his staff, he gave the boy a final glance 
and went through the door. 

Given his choice, he would not have entered his past self at the exact 
moment he did. He just had time to see Kyja pull her sword and watch himself 
raise his wand before the land elementals flung his previous self through the air, 
slamming him abruptly to the ground. 

“Ouch,” the little boy said with a grin. “I told you not to come here.” 

Marcus stepped out of his body as Kyja screamed his name. 

“T thought you said you couldn’t feel pain in the Was,” Marcus said to the 
boy. 

As soon as he stepped out of his body, the pain disappeared. But he’d 
definitely felt it when he’d been thrown. 

“You can’t.” The boy laughed. “Unless you’re silly enough to choose to.” 

Nizgar-Gharat had just asked Kyja if she wanted a taste of what they’d 


given Marcus, and she was charging them with her sword. Marcus had to move 
quickly. 

He raced across the field, leaping over a log as the land elementals swung 
their scepter, trying to use magic on Kyja. He jumped into the air, reaching. But 
he was too short. His fingers swung a good foot below the scepter. 

Kyja stabbed Nizgar-Gharat, and Marcus tried for the scepter again as the 
land elementals cast their magic on a tree. But he still couldn’t reach it. 

Roots wrapped around Kyja, cutting into her skin. 

“Leave her alone!” Marcus and his copy cried at the same time. 

“Immune to magic. But not to pain,” the purple lizard head said. “You will 
pay for this.” 

Marcus heard himself shout, “It’s midday! There’s no shadow.” 

Kyja reached for her amulet as Nizgar-Gharat raised the scepter. Suddenly 
Marcus understood what he had to do. As the land elementals smashed the 
scepter toward Kyja’s face, she turned her head away. The Marcus on the ground 
closed his eyes. 

Marcus raised his staff and swung it with all his might. He’d never held a 
baseball bat before—had never felt the power of putting your whole body into a 
swing and feeling the jolt of wood connecting with ball as you hit a home run. 
But when his staff caught the land elementals perfectly on the arm, knocking the 
scepter from their grip, he thought he knew what it must feel like. 

At the same moment the scepter hit the ground, Kyja murmured something. 
An instant later, both she and Marcus disappeared. 

As Marcus dove to the dirt and grabbed the scepter, the ground began to 
shake. 

“That might not be the best idea,” the boy said. 

“What do you mean?” Marcus asked, just before something grabbed him by 
the back of the shirt, jerking him into the air. He turned to find both of Nizgar- 
Gharat’s heads glaring at him. 

“How did you do that?” one of the heads growled. 

“Give us the scepter,” the other hissed. 

Marcus turned to the little boy. “I thought they couldn’t see me,” he yelped 
as clawed fingers dug into the flesh of his arm. 

The boy shrugged. “They can’t unless you’re touching them or something 
from the past.” 

That would have been good to know. “Kyja!” he screamed as the shaking 
around him became worse. The land elementals reached for the scepter; Marcus 
yanked it away just in time. Claws slashed at his arm, drawing three angry red 
scratches down his wrist. 


“Give it to us!” Nizgar-Gharat howled, shaking Marcus until his head 
rattled back and forth. 

The land elementals reached for the scepter again. Marcus called up the 
strongest air magic he could think of. A blast of wind knocked the elementals 
backward at the same time he twisted in their scaly grip. The combined effect 
was enough to free him from their grasp, and he thumped to the ground, his head 
ringing. 

“Drop the scepter!” the boy shouted. “Then they won’t be able to see you.” 

But Marcus refused to. 

“Kyja!” he screamed again. “Where are you?” He had the scepter in his 
hand; why wasn’t she pulling him into the Never Was? A terrible thought 
occurred to him. What if she wasn’t pulling him over because she couldn’t? 
What if she’d already been lured into the Void of Unbecoming? 

The land elementals charged at him, howling. Their sharp teeth gnashed, 
and their eyes blazed with hatred. “Give it to us!” 

A blast of rocks, dirt, and sticks slammed against him, tearing his arms and 
face. A tree root wrapped around his ankles. He stumbled backward, calling on 
every spell he could think of. His wand was jammed in his pants pocket, but hot 
magic flowed through him anyway. Fire burned the roots around his feet. Air 
blasted away rocks and dirt. 

But it wasn’t enough. Nizgar-Gharat came at him with a fury of land magic 
he couldn’t hope to hold off. The ground buckled under his feet. Boulders ripped 
themselves from the dirt. Entire trees tore up their roots, lunging at him. 

“Drop it!” the little boy screamed. 

“No!” he screamed back. 

A fist-sized rock hit him in the side of the head, and he collapsed to the 
ground. Nizgar-Gharat towered over him, tongues hissing, wings flapping. They 
reached for the scepter clutched against his chest. 

“Kyja!” he cried, not sure if she was even still alive. “Help me!” 


Chapter 40 


A Cold Ride 


The woman took Kyja’s hand, guiding her toward the spinning darkness. 
“Look into its depths. See it take away your pain, your fear. You need never be 
alone again.” 

Kyja looked into the vortex and thought she saw stars in its depth. It was 
like staring up at the sky on a clear night. She could watch it forever, letting all 
her cares slip away in its whirling depths. “Yes, I. . .” 

Something tugged at her arm, and she tried to shake it off. There was a 
sharp sting on the top of her head. Another on her arm. Something pecked at her 
toe. How was she supposed to stare into the pool with all of these annoyances? 

She spun around to find Riph Raph yanking her hair, while flapping both 
wings. Mr. Z had his tiny arms wrapped around her legs. 

“Would you two stop it?” she snarled. “I’m trying to . . .” But what was she 
trying to do? What was happening? How did she get here? She turned and 
realized she had somehow crossed the room. She was standing at the edge of the 
vortex. 

“Kyja, get back!” Riph Raph screeched. 

“Kyja, wake up!” Mr. Z shouted—and bit her toe. 

The woman in black sat by the empty fireplace as though she’d never 
moved. But all around her, the room shook. Pieces of the black floor were 
shattered and tilted. A roaring filled the air. 

Riph Raph and Mr. Z weren’t the only ones calling her name. As if from the 
other side of a chasm, she heard a voice scream, “Kyja, where are you?” 

Marcus. Suddenly she realized what was happening. He had the scepter. 
The Abyss was falling apart while she’d been in some kind of trance. How long 
had she been out? 

“Kyja!” Marcus screamed. “Help me!” 

She reached out with her mind, found the golden rope, and pulled so hard 
she nearly fell backward into the vortex. If it hadn’t been for Riph Raph and Mr. 
Z, she would have. 

Marcus slammed to the floor, his face a mess of cuts and bruises. One of his 
fingers was bent back so far it had to be broken. 

“What happened?” Kyja cried, tears filling her eyes. 

Marcus reached out to her with his bad hand, studying her face. “I was so 
afraid. I thought...” 


“No time!” Mr. Z shouted. “We have to leave at once!” 

In his good hand, Marcus grasped the scepter. “They didn’t want to let it go. 
But when you pulled me, they couldn’t hold on.” 

With a shout of triumph, he raised the silver scepter and flung it into the 
swirling vortex. The ground shook harder than ever, knocking Kyja to her knees. 

Mr. Z grabbed both of them with a strength Kyja had no idea the little man 
possessed, and dragged them across the room. Halfway to the door, she managed 
to get to her feet, and together, she and Mr. Z lifted Marcus and pulled him into 
the Abyss, where every waterfall was now cracked, with running water spilling 
from multiple spots. 

The floor was tilted so far to one side that Kyja could barely stay on her 
feet. As they dragged Marcus toward the Is, a huge chunk of ice broke from the 
Was, sending deadly shards flying through the air. 

“Get out!” Riph Raph screamed, flying straight for the mist of the Is. 

Kyja stepped into the mist, and they were back in Water Keep. This time, it 
was the Water Keep she remembered. Blue-green light filled the air. Trees and 
fountains floated past in a profusion of color and sound. 

“You did it!” Morning Dew shouted, throwing handfuls of golden balls into 
the air. 

Kyja turned to Mr. Z, expecting him to be livid. But the little man was 
dancing a jig, black boots a blur as he spun around the room. “I’m alive!” he 
sang. “Alive, alive, alive.” He threw his hat up, caught it in his mouth, and, to 
Kyja’s amazement, bit a huge chunk out of the brim. “I thought we were goners 
for sure.” He laughed, ramming the hat back on his head, and twirled Morning 
Dew until her long hair whirled around her like an umbrella. 

“That’s right!” Riph Raph whooped, looping crazily above their heads. 
“Take that, Nizgar-Stinkrat.” 

Marcus was the only one who didn’t seem to be celebrating. “Cascade?” he 
croaked. 

“He’s on his way to Land Keep,” Mist said, the silver clouds around her as 
sparkly as ever. 

Kyja knelt by Marcus’s side. He looked terrible. She mopped some of the 
blood from his face with the hem of her robe. “Are you all right?” 

“Fine,” he said, his voice hoarse. “What about the golems?” 

“There’s no time to lose,” Raindrop said. She scooped Marcus and Kyja up 
in her pudgy arms and raced for the nearest portal. Kyja just managed to grab the 
tip of Riph Raph’s wing as they hurried past, or they would have left him behind. 
The skyte gave an outraged yelp anyway. 

Raindrop plunged through a colored blob that transported them outside the 


city walls, then ran to a waiting Zhethar. 

“Didn’t think I’d see the three of you again,” the frost pinnois said as 
Raindrop tucked them into a thick stack of blankets. 

“You're still going to freeze your noses off. But at least these should help,” 
she said. 

Zhethar flapped his large blue wings, icicle-feathers tinkling like glass, and 
Raindrop raised her arms. A blast of wind hit so hard, it nearly knocked them 
from the frost pinnois. Kyja pulled the blankets tighter around them, burrowing 
into Zhethar’s broad back. 

“Stay on top of the clouuudddddssssss!” Raindrop called, her words 
snatched away by the storm. 

Zhethar dove straight into the hurricane, forcing Kyja to duck beneath the 
blankets or risk being sucked away. 

“Let’s see a dragon try that!” the frost pinnois shouted, and they were off. 


Chapter 41 


The Time for Truth 


Marcus knew they were too late the moment they arrived at Terra ne Staric. 
The golem army was already there, smashing the city walls with powerful fists 
and hurling boulders over it. Tankum and his army fought to block the east gate 
while a group of human wizards and warriors protected the west. But even 
before they were close enough for the frost pinnois to land, it was clear the city 
wouldn’t be able to hold out for long. 

“Where’s Cascade?” Kyja said, searching the battlefield. 

“He’s not here.” Marcus shook his head. “Neither are the land elementals.” 

A ball of fire was hurled from the top of the tower, engulfing four of the 
golems at the west gate, turning them into dust. 

“Master Therapass!” Marcus shouted. 

A cheer arose from the men and women fighting there. But even before the 
flames had died away, six more golems rose out of the ground where the four 
had been destroyed. It was hopeless. Even with the scepter gone, it was clear that 
the army Tide and Nizgar-Gharat had created was too powerful. 

“Take us to the tower,” Marcus said. 

Zhethar glided down to the balcony. 

Master Therapass turned as Kyja slid off the frost pinnois’s back and helped 
Marcus down. “There you two are,” the wizard said. “I’ve been so worried.” 

Marcus had never seen the old man look as exhausted as he did now. Deep 
lines cut into his face, and his eyes seemed to be staring up from the bottom of a 
pair of dark wells. “Is there any hope at all?” Marcus asked, leaning against the 
wall to rest his bad leg. 

The wizard frowned. “As long as there are people willing to stand up 
against evil, there is always hope.” But just as he said that, a section of the south 
wall collapsed beneath an onslaught of golems. “To the south!” the wizard 
shouted. “Fill the gap!” 

He raised his staff and cast a spell Marcus didn’t recognize. Whatever it 
was, it didn’t do much. A small pile of dirt filled the space where the wall had 
fallen, but it was barely enough to make the golems have to step over it. “Blasted 
land magic,” the wizard muttered. 

If land magic still wasn’t working, that might mean Cascade hadn’t 
managed to free Land Keep after all. 

The wizard swung his staff again, and a lightning bolt fried the golems 


trying to get through the opening. 

Marcus waved his wand, and a blast of air knocked a golem off its feet. 

“Where did you get that?” Master Therapass asked, studying the silver 
wand. 

“Graehl gave it to me,” Marcus said. “It’s shadow wood.” 

The wizard nodded. “Tell me where you’ve been and what’s happened.” 

Fighting side by side with Master Therapass, Marcus recounted everything 
he and Kyja had done over the last few days. 

Down below, the citizens of Terra ne Staric were putting up an incredible 
effort, but piece by piece, the walls gave way until, at last, a horn sounded. 

“To the tower!” Master Therapass shouted. “Retreat to the tower!” 

In the city, the cry was repeated as warriors and wizards gave up their 
positions and raced for the hill where the tower stood. Hundreds of golems 
followed like a brown sea. 

Master Therapass collapsed against the wall. “I think you and Kyja should 
jump to Earth now. It’s only a matter of time before the tower falls as well.” As 
if to emphasize his point, a boulder slammed into the tower below them, ripping 
a hole in the stone wall. “Stay on Earth, for a few days, until the battle is over. 
Then return to whatever is left. Perhaps you can still find a way to free the 
Aerisians.” 

Marcus nodded. It was just like he’d seen in the Will Be. 

The Will Be. He’d forgotten all about that. “Kyja!” he called, turning 
around. 

She was gone. 

“She went below,” Zhethar said. “With the skyte.” 

Of course she had. She wouldn’t stand around while a battle went on 
around her. She’d gone to fight. Marcus shoved his wand into his pocket and 
crawled to the stairs. What had he been thinking? If the city was being destroyed 
the same way he’d seen it would be in his vision, it meant that Kyja’s death was 
close. Maybe that’s how he killed her—he’d been focused on other things while 
she went to her death. 

“Find Kyja and get her to Earth!” the wizard shouted, casting spells at the 
golems charging the base of the tower. 

Marcus didn’t have enough breath to answer. His arms and legs screamed in 
pain, but he wouldn’t let himself think about that. Scooting on the seat of his 
pants, he slid down one step of the tower after another. 

“Kyja!” he screamed “Riph Raph!” 

Inside the tower, people ran into one another in a mass of confusion. 
Children cried while their mothers looked for places to hide them. Warriors with 


blood streaming from open wounds charged down the stairs and retreated up 
them in equal numbers. Explosions rocked the walls, and screams filled the air. 
Wafting through it all was the thick stink of mud. 

How had he been so stupid? Why hadn’t he made Kyja stay with him? He 
knew she was a good fighter, but she had no chance against creatures as 
powerful as the golems. 

Taking turns cursing himself and screaming Kyja’s name, Marcus hurried 
down the steps. But it wasn’t fast enough. He was less than a third of the way 
down the staircase when the air began filling with smoke. The golems had set 
fire to the base of the tower. There would be no way for anyone to escape. 

Marcus realized what he had to do. At the next landing, he crawled from the 
Stairs into the hallway, checking each door until he found an empty room. He 
had to go back into the Abyss of Time and enter the Will Be. He had to discover 
how Kyja would die and find a way to stop it from happening. If it was already 
too late—he could barely stand to think about the possibility—if she was already 
dead, he’d go into the Was and change the past. 

The guide in the Will Be had told him that the future couldn’t be changed, 
but now that he could change the past, everything was different. 

“Mr. Z!” he shouted. “Mr. Z!” 

The little man didn’t come. What if he wouldn’t come? What if what 
happened with the scepter had been too much for him? Marcus tasted blood and 
realized he’d bit through his lip. 

He screamed as loud as he could. “Mr. Z, come here now! I command 
you!” 

“Command? ” 

Marcus turned to find the little man standing behind him, his face a mask of 
anger. “You command me?” He ripped off his coat, tore it down the middle, and 
threw it to the floor. “Enough. More than enough. This is too much, I say. You. 
Do. Not. Command. Me.” 

Marcus had never seen Mr. Z so angry. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean 
to say that. It’s just . . . I didn’t think you were going to come, and I have to go 
back into the Abyss one last time.” 

“No.” Mr. Z folded his arms across his chest. 

“What do you mean, ‘no’?” 

“T won’t take you.” Mr. Z picked up his coat, folded the torn pieces, and 
wrapped them in a bundle. “We’re done. Finished. Complete. Kaput.” 

“Please,” Marcus begged, fighting the panic rising inside him. “One last 
time. I have to go back.” 

“Don’t you understand, lad? Have you been hit on the head too many 


times? If you enter the Abyss now, you will never come out.” 

“T don’t care. It doesn’t matter if I come back. You don’t even have to go 
with me. Just get me to the pit, and PII do the rest myself.” 

“Pm sorry.” Mr. Z turned to walk away, but Marcus dove toward him, 
tackling the little man to the floor. 

“You will take me,” he snarled, jabbing his wand into Mr. Z’s chest. “Or I 
Swear...” 

“Marcus!” Kyja cried, stepping into the room. “What are you doing?” 

A weight lifted from Marcus’s chest. “You’re okay,” he sobbed. “You’re not 

“What are you doing to Mr. Z?” Kyja pulled him off. 

“The lad’s gone crazy,” Mr. Z said, his voice high and squeaky. “He wanted 
me to take him into the Abyss again. I said it would kill him. But he didn’t care. 
He attacked me.” 

“Ts that true?” Kyja asked. 

Marcus turned away, but she walked around him, forcing him to look at her. 
“Why did you want to go back into the Abyss? What haven’t you been telling 
me? It’s about whatever is behind the last portal, isn’t it?” 

Marcus tried to speak, but his throat was locked. After all of their time 
together, he couldn’t lie to Kyja. But he also couldn’t stand for her to know the 
truth—to know what a terrible person he really was. Tears dripped down his 
face. 

Kyja sat beside him and took his hand. “The one thing we have over the 
elementals is trust. With all of our mistakes and flaws, we still have that. If you 
don’t trust me enough to tell me whatever it is that you’ve been hiding, what do 
we have left?” 

Marcus looked into her eyes for a moment, unable to stand what he saw 
there. She did trust him, and how was he going to repay her? He had to let her 
see what he really was. 

He turned to Mr. Z. “Show her.” 

“Eh?” Mr. Z cupped his ear. “Afraid I didn’t hear you.” 

Marcus swallowed, the salty taste of tears thick in his throat. “You’re a 
creature of pure magic. If you won’t take me into the Abyss, show her what I 
saw in the Will Be. Can you do that?” 

Mr. Z took off his glasses and turned them between his fingers. “Well, I . . 

“Please,” Marcus begged. “Do this one last thing, and I promise I won’t ask 
you for anything ever again. Show her what’s going to happen. Show her what I 
really am, and your bargain with the Aerisians will be fulfilled.” 


The little man placed his glasses on his big red bulb of a nose and sighed. 
“Very well.” 


Chapter 42 


‘Trust 


Kyja found herself standing in a heavy, swirling mist. All sounds of the 
battle outside the tower were gone. Marcus was standing beside her. “Where are 
we?” 

“In the future,” Marcus said, his voice thick with emotion. “When I went 
through the mirror in Elder Ephraim’s office, I entered into the Is, the Was, and 
then the Will Be. There was a man there who warned me that if I went any 
further, I would lock my future in place. But I didn’t listen.” He swallowed. “I 
wish I had.” 

For a moment Kyja thought about turning back. Did she really want to see 
what had terrified Marcus so much? But if she turned away now, how could she 
help him face whatever he was afraid of? She reached out to take his hand, but 
her fingers went through his. Apparently neither of them was really there. “Show 
me,” she said. “Whatever it is, I’m ready.” 

Together they stepped out of the fog and into a room she recognized 
immediately. She’d spent countless hours there studying magic, trying to 
understand why she was different from all her friends. 

The tower seemed oddly quiet. “Where is everyone?” 

Marcus turned and led her out of the study and down the hall, to a window 
that looked out over the city. Kyja sucked in her breath. It seemed even worse 
now than it had during the battle. Terra ne Staric was in ruins—walls crushed, 
gates burned, farms and houses destroyed. The thought of how many lives must 
have been lost made her sick. 

Turning to the west, she saw a large group of people gathered together. “It 
looks like most of the town. What are they doing?” 

Marcus’s face was as white as the bedding Kyja used to hang on the 
Goodnuffs’ line at the beginning of every week. 

“Tt might be better if you didn’t know.” 

Kyja’s stomach churned. There was something she was missing here. 
“Whatever it is, I want to know.” 

Marcus sighed. “All right.” 

Suddenly, they stood outside the west gate—one of the few areas where 
grass still grew and the ground wasn’t torn up by the golems’ attack. Kyja moved 
through the crowd. Every face was someone she knew. All of them were 
weeping. This had to be a funeral. 


Of course, many lives had been lost in the battle. There would be many 
funerals. But who was loved enough—cherished enough—to bring the entire 
town out like this? Suddenly, she knew, and a ball of ice lodged in her throat. 
There was only one person who had affected this many lives for good. 

“Master Therapass!” she screamed, racing through the crowd. She ran to 
the glass coffin as they prepared to lower it into the ground. She skidded to a 
halt. Master Therapass stood at the edge of the grave, openly weeping. 

If he wasn’t being buried, who was? 

On wooden legs, she walked to the coffin and looked inside. Her mouth 
went dry as she saw who lay on the white satin pillow. 

“No,” she whispered, feeling dizzy. She turned to Marcus just behind her. 
His head hung, hair covering his face. Tears streamed down his cheeks, dripping 
from his lips and chin. She felt numb. 

“How? How did I...” She couldn’t seem to form the words. “Was it the 
battle? An accident?” 





Marcus couldn’t take it anymore. He pulled himself out of the vision, 
knowing what Kyja would see—what she would discover about him—unable to 
see the vision again. That made him a coward as well as a murderer. Outside, he 
still heard the sounds of the battle going on, but none of that seemed to matter 
anymore. 

Pacing the small tower room, he imagined Kyja going to the dungeon, 
discovering the cell holding her murderer. Learning who it was. What would her 
reaction be when she realized the truth? 

First shock, then revulsion, and finally, horror. 

Mr. Z watched him silently, but Marcus couldn’t bear to meet the little 
man’s eyes. 

When Kyja finally returned, he buried his face in his hands, sobbing. “I’m 
sorry,” he cried, his body shaking. “I’m so sorry.” 


When Kyja returned, Marcus was shaking in the center of the room. A 
hundred questions filled her mind, but the first thing she did was hurry to him 
and put her arms around his trembling shoulders. 

She held him close. “It’s all right.” 

“Don’t you understand?” he cried, jerking away from her. “You’re going to 
die, and it’s going to be my fault. I murder you.” 

Kyja searched her heart for anger or a sense of betrayal. But despite all her 
questions, none of her feelings for Marcus had changed. 

“Now can you see why I couldn’t tell you?” Marcus asked, his voice 


muffled. “I wanted to change the future, but I can’t. It’s too late. You must hate 
me.” 

She drew him back into her arms, squeezing so tightly he couldn’t pull 
away. “I don’t hate you. I love you.” 

Marcus looked up at her, his eyes red. “How can you say that after what 
you just saw?” 

Kyja struggled to find the right words. “I don’t want to die. But if I have to, 
I’d want it to be with the person I trust most. And that’s you.” She wiped her 
eyes. “You trusted me enough to show me the worst part of you. And I trust that 
whatever you do will be for the right reasons. You’re the person I care about 
most in my entire life. That’s not going to change.” 

Something clicked in Kyja’s pocket. She reached into it, trying to remember 
what was there, and pulled out the silver box. “The Exsalusentia,” she 
murmured. “It’s open.” 

Marcus stared at it as Kyja lifted the lid. A pearly blue light rose from 
inside the box and disappeared. “How?” he asked, turning to Mr. Z. 

The little man was grinning. “I trusted you’d find the key eventually.” 

“Trust,” Kyja said. “That was the key to open the box. It’s why the air 
elementals could never open it—because they don’t have trust.” 

Marcus ran a finger across the symbol for air. “But if the box is open, that 
means...” 

From outside of the tower came a rushing sound Kyja didn’t recognize. She 
helped Marcus up, and the two of them hurried to the window. 

“Look!” she cried, pointing upward. The sky was filled with hundreds of 
sleek, silver-gray creatures. On the back of each one was a figure. Kyja couldn’t 
tell for sure, but she was almost positive the first two were Caelum and Divum. 

“It’s the air elementals!” she shouted. “They’ve come to help us.” 

Kyja turned to find Mr. Z climbing back into his snail. “Are you leaving?” 

Mr. Z examined his coat, which was still ripped completely down the 
middle, and his hat, which had a large chunk missing from the brim. “I’m afraid 
Pll be spending some time with my tailor. Frightful fellows, tailors. Always 
keeping me on pins and needles.” 

“Thanks for your help,” Marcus said. “Will we see you again?” 

Mr. Z rattled a pair of dice in his hand. “I wouldn’t bet on it.” He opened 
his fingers, looked at the dice, and smiled just a little. “Then again, I wouldn’t 
bet against it either.” 


Chapter 43 


The Battle 


Come on,” Kyja said, wrapping Marcus’s arm around her 
shoulder. “Let’s go help.” 

As they started down the spiral staircase, he felt a new sense of optimism in 
the tower—a new energy. 

“Take up your swords!” someone shouted. 

“Drive them back!” a skinny man yelled, and Marcus recognized the cranky 
little wizard who had complained about being woken up by Jaklah’s message. 

“Did you hear?” Jaklah called, racing past them. “Help has arrived. From 
the air. I hear it might be angels!” 

Marcus grinned. The Aerisians were definitely their saving angels. Outside, 
the battle still raged at the base of the tower. Wizards of all ages fired blasts of 
light, fire, and air into the golem army. At the same time, unseen hands from 
above sent them reeling. 

The golems seemed confused, unsure whether to concentrate on the fight in 
front or above them. One of the giants grabbed a stone that had fallen from the 
tower wall and lifted it over his head, taking aim at the nearest air elemental. 

“Put that down, big boy!” Tankum charged at the golem, twin blades 
glinting in the sun. “You won’t be needing that!” His right blade flashed, and the 
golem’s leg separated from his body just above the knee. His left blade swung, 
and the arm holding the rock dropped to the ground. 

“PII be back!” Kyja yelled. She lowered Marcus to the grass on the side of 
the hill, then ran straight into the middle of the fray. “No one takes our city!” she 
shouted, her silver-blue sword a blur of motion. Dirt flew about her head in a 
dark brown cloud as she stabbed and slashed. 

“You heard the lady!” Riph Raph screeched, raining blue fireballs that did 
little but looked impressive. 

“Wait!” Marcus called, afraid that she’d get hurt. But Kyja seemed to be 
having so much fun that he couldn’t bear to call her back. Instead he pulled out 
his wand and attacked the closest golems with all the spells he knew. It felt great 
to have the hot power of magic flowing through him again. He discovered that 
he was just as good as the older, more experienced wizards. 

From the top of the tower, Master Therapass rained down fire while calling 
out directions and encouragement. “To your right, Graham!” he called to a 
blacksmith swinging a heavy axe. “Behind you!” he yelled to a pair of soldiers 


wielding swords that burned with a bright red fire. “Good work.” 

A huge black caldron bounced down the hill, passed Marcus, and knocked a 
golem flying like a bowling pin. “That’s for trying to burn down my kitchen!” 
Bella shouted. “And believe me, there’s more where that came from!” 

Slowly, the golems were driven back outside the city wall. Encouraged by 
their success, the citizens pressed their attack to the edge of the Two Prongs 
River. 

Reaching the muddy banks, the golems seemed on the edge of defeat. But 
almost as though their goal had been the river all along, dozens of new golems 
rose from the mud. Injured golems grew new limbs and healed their wounds. 

With a sick feeling, Marcus watched the army grow and regroup. Repaired, 
and with greater numbers, the golems drove their attackers back again, forcing 
them toward the city walls. 

“Not so fast,” a voice called. 

Marcus craned his neck to see Divum flying straight over his head. The rest 
of the Aerisians formed a V behind her. “Wind!” she screamed. “All the wind 
you have!” 

At her words, a huge gust of air blew across the battlefield, then another, 
and another. Wizards and warriors were thrown from their feet. Wands blew 
away, and staffs flew through the air like toothpicks. 

“No!” Marcus screamed. Didn’t the Aerisans realize what they were doing? 
The wind was knocking down the humans, but the golems were too big to be 
affected by it—too strong. Heads lowered, they marched into the tornado. 

The Aerisians had just guaranteed Terra ne Staric’s defeat. 

Then he saw something that didn’t make sense. One of the golems’ arms 
cracked and blew right off its body. Another golem took a step, and its leg 
crumbled. One of the monsters tried to turn, and the top half of its torso broke 
away from the lower half, crashing to the ground in a cloud of dust. 

The golems were drying out. The wind was so strong that it was drying the 
clay, making it weak and brittle. 

Seeing what was happening, the humans got to their feet. With the wind at 
their backs, they charged toward the weakened golems. 

Kyja and Tankum fought side by side, raining blows that shredded the 
creatures. 

“You’ve learned a thing or two, girly!” the warrior called. 

“You’re not too bad yourself!” Kyja yelled back. “Pll teach you a few 
things when this is over.” 

“Get ’em!” Marcus whooped from his spot on the hill. 

Once again the golems were backed to the edge of the shallow river. With 


the muddy riverbed to draw on, they withstood the Aerisians’ attack. Slowly, 
their forces rehydrated. The battle was a standoff. As long as the golems had 
water, they were unbeatable. The Aerisians managed to keep them from 
advancing toward the city. But how long could they keep it up? 

A deep rumbling sound filled the air. Marcus looked to the north. Lightning 
flashed, and clouds were filling the horizon so thickly they looked like a solid 
gray wall. Rain was the last thing they needed. In a storm, the golems would 
have all the moisture they needed. 

As if the thought of a storm had rejuvenated them, the golems gave one last 
surge. Air elementals and humans fought in a desperate battle at the edge of the 
river. But it couldn’t last. Already, the human forces were tiring, while the 
golems didn’t seem to need any rest at all. 

Thunder roared again, the rumbling growing louder. He couldn’t tell what 
was making the sound. Then he saw it. Racing down the bed of the Two Prongs 
River came a wall of churning water at least fifty feet high. Perched at the very 
top was a figure in a blue robe. Cascade! 

“Get back!” the Fontasian shouted, his white hair rippling in the wind. 

Just above Cascade, Raindrop flew, her robe snapping behind her in a 
rainbow of color. The storm boiled at her heels. Rain so heavy that it seemed to 
fall in blankets instead of drops pounded the ground. 

“Get away from the river!” Marcus screamed, cupping his hands to his 
mouth. 

Tankum recognized the danger and drove his forces back, carrying those 
who were too injured to move. 

The golems saw what was coming. But either they were too stupid to 
understand the danger, or they were too slow to avoid it. As the wall of water 
came roaring down the riverbed, the golems turned into it, raising their fists as if 
they could fight the water itself. 

Cascade pumped his fists in the air, shouting, “This is for you, Tide!” It was 
the most emotion Marcus had ever seen from him. 

The wall of water lifted the golems like toys, ripping them limb from limb 
as they tried to attack it. Chunks of brown mud swirled in the melee, then 
disappeared. 

Two minutes later, the flood was gone, and so were the golems. 

For a moment, no one seemed to understand what had happened. Then a 
cheer went up. 

“Victory!” Tankum yelled, raising his fists in the pounding rain. “Victory!” 

Soldiers pulled off their helms and held them in front of them to catch the 
water. Townspeople celebrated—husbands and wives kissing each other as they 


slipped in the mud, parents picking up their sopping wet children and spinning 
them around. 

Marcus found an abandoned staff and limped to the overflowing riverbank. 
His body felt better already. Not completely healed, but some. 

“We did it!” Kyja screamed, throwing her arms around Marcus’s neck and 
kissing him on the cheek. 

Cascade rose up out of the river, his expression serious again. “I apologize 
for my late arrival,” he said. “I was not aware of how long it would take to 
empty Land Keep. Nor did I account for the small amount of water available in 
local tributaries for the flow I wished to create in the Two Prongs River.” 

“You made it,” Marcus said. “That’s what counts.” He held his hand up in 
the air, palm forward. “Give me five.” 

Cascade examined Marcus’s hand. “Five what?” 

Divum landed her ciralatus beside them. “Have you seen Caelum?” 

Kyja shook back her wet hair. “I thought he was with you.” 

“Who cares?” Marcus said. “We won!” He was exhausted, but at least it 
was over. They’d opened the box, freed the Aerisians, and protected the city. 
Now, all he wanted to do was curl up into a ball and sleep. 

“The battle is not yet over,” Divum said. 

Marcus looked around. “What do you mean? The golems are gone.” 

“We won.” Kyja wiped her hands across her face, leaving muddy streaks. 
She looked as exhausted as he felt. “Thank you for your help.” 

“The battle here is over,” the Aerisian said. “But another begins tonight.” 

Cascade cupped his hands to his eyes and stared into a distance none of the 
rest of them could see. “The air elemental is right. The Summoner’s army will 
reach Icehold shortly after sunset.” 

Icehold! Marcus had forgotten all about that. A sick feeling of despair filled 
him. Hadn’t they done enough? Wouldn’t the Dark Circle ever leave them alone? 
“Can you get there in time?” he asked Cascade. 

The Fontasian nodded. “Yes. But I would be no match for a Summoner by 
myself.” 

“What about you?” Kyja asked Divum. 

“We can reach Icehold,” Divum said. “But our mounts need rest first. We 
used them up getting here. Someone must arrive first and warn them.” 

Cascade could go, but would the people of Icehold believe a blue boy with 
white hair and no sense of humor? Or would they assume he was just another 
monster from the other side of the Forest of Before Time and attack him? 

Kyja rubbed her eyes. Blood dripped from a dozen nicks and cuts on her 
arms and legs. 


It isn’t fair, Marcus thought. Can’t we get a single moment to celebrate any 
of our victories? 

“We have to go to them,” Kyja said. “We promised.” 

Marcus nodded. “But how? There’s no way we can make it in time.” 

“Am I correct in understanding that someone is in need of transportation?” 

Marcus turned to see Zhethar basking in the rain. Drops hit his icy scales 
and froze in a glittering sheen. 

“Can you take us to Icehold before the Summoner arrives?” Kyja asked. 
“On Mr. Z’s racing snail, it took at least a day.” 

“Pah!” the frost pinnois spat. “Snails are for eating, not racing.” 

“T’ll give you a storm to push you, one like you’ve never seen,” Raindrop 
said. “And a well-placed storm might slow the Dark Circle’s forces as well.” 

Marcus looked from the Fontasians to the frost pinnois and sighed. It was 
going to be an icy ride, and no matter how warmly they dressed, they would 
probably freeze to death on the way. 

Then he looked at Kyja, who was grinning widely. The rain made her hair 
and clothes cling to her like a waterlogged scarecrow. 

He wiped a hand across his face and grinned. “Let’s do it!” 


Chapter 44 


The Flying Weasel 


Zhethar wasn’t joking about being fast. It was hours before sunset when the 
frost pinnois landed in the street outside The Seven-Fingered Lady, the inn 
where they’d stayed the last time they were there. Raindrop hadn’t been kidding 
about the storm either. Kyja’s arms were so cold she could barely bend them, and 
Marcus hobbled like an old man as he got down. 

“T had no idea anything could fly so quickly,” Kyja said. 

The frost pinnois chuckled. “I was coasting on the last part. So you 
wouldn’t think I was showing off.” 

People from the nearby buildings and streets were coming out to gawk at 
the huge ice creature. Several of them held swords and looked distinctly 
unfriendly. 

“Maybe you’d better go,” Marcus said. 

“But thanks for your help.” For once, Kyja didn’t give the creature a hug. 
She was already cold enough. With a tinkle of frozen feathers, Zhethar flapped 
his wings and lifted into the air. 

“Come on,” Marcus said after the frost pinnois flew out of sight. “Let’s get 
to the wall to see if we can find that man we met—before people start asking 
questions.” 

“Did we actually meet him?” Kyja asked. “Or does that not count since we 
went back in time?” Were the two of them already inside the inn eating with Mr. 
Z? If so, they could give themselves advice that would help out a lot. But if they 
did, would they still be here now? 

“No clue,” Marcus said. “This whole time travel thing is way too 
confusing.” Using the staff he’d found by the tower, he followed Kyja to the city 
wall. 

Kyja thought the city felt warmer than the last time they were here. The 
streets were still icy, and the buildings were still covered with snow, but now the 
ice was slushy and the snow was melting from the roofs in a steady stream of 
water. 

“Feels like the Fontasians are getting the weather straightened out,” Marcus 
said. 

It took them a while to find the man, but eventually they discovered him 
talking to three soldiers wearing heavy armor. 

“Admiring our wall, be ye?” the man asked Marcus. 


“Mined straight from the Altarian Mountains,” Marcus said. 

The man looked surprised. “Took ye for outlanders. Per’aps I was 
mistaken?” 

“No,” Kyja said. “You’re not wrong. We’re from Terra ne Staric.” 

“With the weather clearing up a mite, the view should be a good one.” 

“We aren’t here for the view,” Marcus said. “We’ve come with a warning. 
Your city will be attacked tonight.” 

“Attacked, is it?” One of the soldiers laughed. “Well, the odds be good on 
that. We be attacked at least thrice a week.” 

“Not like this,” Marcus said. “A Summoner is on its way right now. With a 
bunch of Thrathkin S’ Bae.” 

The soldiers’ faces hardened. “Summoner? Never heard o’ such a beast.” 

“You have,” Kyja said. “You just didn’t know that’s what it’s called. 
Remember when one of the soldiers told you about a big, red creature with a 
body like a snake, huge wings, and teeth as tall as a man? With an army of 
undead?” 

All four men burst into laughter. “Ye be spending too much time in ale 
houses, ye do. Listening to tall tales. There be no such creature.” 

“There is,” Marcus said. “And it’s coming tonight with a bunch of dark 
wizards and Fallen Ones. You have to prepare.” 

“Listen here, lad.” The man they’d met before laughed. “Even if there do be 
such a creature—and I not be saying there be or there don’t—the city guard 
would stop it like that.” He snapped his thick fingers. 

“You don’t understand,” Kyja said. How could she make him believe her? 

“If you don’t prepare now,” Marcus said, “your whole town will be 
destroyed.” 

The man from the wall stopped laughing. “Enough!” he snapped. “If it’s a 
look ye be wanting, Pll have a man take ye up the wall. But I’ll hear no more 
talk of make-believe creatures and destroyed cities. So either be up the wall, or 
be on your way.” 

Marcus turned to Kyja. “He won’t listen. The Dark Circle is going to come, 
and Icehold will be destroyed just like Windshold.” 

That was it. Windshold. That’s how they could convince him. 

“Listen to me carefully,” Kyja said. “I know this sounds crazy, but we’ve 
been here before on this night. You took us up to the wall and showed us how to 
—what did you call it?—scry, I think. You just don’t remember.” 

The man opened his mouth. But Kyja couldn’t let him interrupt. “Later that 
night—which is tonight—your town was destroyed by a Summoner, a dozen or 
more Thrathkin S’Bae, and the same kind of army that destroyed Windshold. I 


can prove it.” 

The man rubbed his chin. But at least he was listening. “And how would ye 
do that?” 

“Your name is Freeman Arstel.” 

“Ye could’a heard that anywhere.” 

Kyja pointed to the leather string around his neck. “The medallion hanging 
from your neck—it’s a flying weasel.” 

Freeman’s eyes widened. 

“Tt belonged to your brother,” Kyja continued. “He called it his good luck 
charm. But he died in Windshold anyway. You wear the medallion in his 
memory.” 

The man stared at Kyja. “How could ye be knowing that?” he asked softly. 

“We couldn’t,” Kyja said, praying he would believe her. “Not unless we’re 
telling you the truth.” 

He nodded slowly. “Ye speak true. But be ye sure o’ this Summoner?” 

“Does a friddersnap sheer ferns?” Marcus asked. 





“Do you see anything?” Kyja asked for the tenth time in as many minutes. 

“Nay,” Freeman said, staring into the scrying window, which Kyja couldn’t 
see. “Ye still be sure o’ this attack?” 

Kyja nodded. But what if she was wrong? What if something had changed 
this time, and the Summoner chose another target? Or if the golems’ defeat 
changed the Dark Circle’s plans? The entire city of Icehold was armed and 
waiting for an attack, with guards stationed every twenty paces along the outer 
wall and hundreds more manning catapults, ballistas, and barrels of oil, ready to 
be lit at a moment’s notice. 

Every man, woman, and child not manning the walls had spent the last few 
hours clearing snow around the outside and inside of the walls in case the 
Thrathkin S’Bae came from underground in their snake form. 

How would Kyja explain if she ended up being mistaken? Even worse, 
what if, while the Aerisians were on their way here, the Summoner turned back 
to Terra ne Staric, which was now unprotected? 

“They’re almost here,” a voice said from only a few feet away. 

“Rock and bone!” cried a soldier, dropping the ladle he was about to dip in 
a water barrel. 

A blue head with white hair rose from the barrel, and Freeman raised his 
crossbow, his mouth an O of disbelief and terror. 

“Tt’s only Cascade!” Marcus shouted. “The water elemental we told you 
about.” 


Freeman carefully lowered his weapon, his finger still close to the trigger. 
“Aye, I see that now. But ye didn’t be telling me he’d be climbing out o° me 
water barrel. Next thing there’ll be ghosties comin’ out o°? me wife’s butter 
churn.” 

Kyja hurried over to Cascade, who was watching the soldier with a look of 
concern. 

“Where are they?” she asked. 

Cascade looked out into the darkness and pointed to the southeast. “Sixteen 
Thrathkin S’Bae are half a league that way. Twenty more, the same distance to 
the northeast. As soon as they get near the wall, they’ lI turn into giant snakes and 
tunnel underground. Watch closely, and you can see the ground rising above 
them.” 

Freeman rubbed the back of his hand across his lips. “Never have I seen 
men tha’ could turn to snakes. Then again, never did I see little blue men peeping 
out o° me water barrel.” 

He turned to the soldiers beside him. “Ye there, move the ballistas to the 
corners 0’ the wall. And set a dozen’a me best archers to watch. At the first sign 
o’ movement, fire into the ground.” 

“Aye.” The soldier nodded and ran off down the wall, glancing back over 
his shoulder at Cascade, still sticking halfway out of the water barrel. 

“What about the Summoner?” Marcus asked. “That’s what we have to focus 
on. We have to keep it busy, or it’ll start summoning an army of undead inside 
the city.” 

“Tt’s headed straight for the Eastern gate,” Cascade said. “Don’t bother 
trying to use magic on it. It’s practically immune.” 

“Ye be sure o’ this?” Freeman shook his head in wonder. “I can’t believe I 
be taking battle advice from a blue head.” 

“He’s right,” Marcus said. “Arrows won’t hurt a Summoner much unless 
you get a lucky shot.” 

“How close are the Aerisians?” Kyja asked Cascade. 

“They’re on the way,” he said, “But I don’t think—” 

A horn sounded, interrupting him. “Attack, attack!” a man screamed. 
Before anyone could react, the Summoner was on them. 

“Look out!” Marcus shouted as a ball of flame crashed into the city gate. 

“Aim, fire!” Came the commands farther down the wall, and a cloud of 
arrows launched from both the top of the wall and inside the city. The Summoner 
screamed in surprise and fury, then wheeled away. 

Below, a horn sounded twice, and huge blocks of stone covered in burning 
pitch catapulted into the air. One of them hit the Summoner’s right wing, and 


this time its scream was of real pain. 

“Beware the snakes!” yelled Freeman, pointing at the ground. 

Kyja looked down to see ridges of dirt coming straight toward the walls. 
Prepared, the archers opened fire, at least some of the arrows finding their 
marks. 

After that, it was hard to keep track of the action. At least some of the 
Thrathkin S’Bae got under the walls. Blue fire blasted buildings and people 
alike. And, despite the attacks against it, the Summoner managed to raise at least 
part of its undead army. 

Kyja turned to watch the battles in the city streets, echoing with fires and 
screams of pain. But it was nothing like the last time. Fully armed and ready, the 
citizens met the attacks head on, cutting down the undead anywhere they 
appeared from the ground. 

“T think they’re going to do it.” Kyja grinned, wishing she was down below, 
fighting with them. “I think they’re—” 

“Look out!” Marcus screamed. Kyja spun around to see burning red eyes 
right in front of her. Sharp talons ripped her from the wall and lifted her into the 
sky. 

“No!” Marcus shouted, casting spells at the retreating Summoner. A handful 
of arrows flew through the air. But it was too late. The Summoner carried Kyja 
into the night, squeezing her so tightly she could barely breathe. 

“Clever to prepare the city for ussss,” the creature hissed. “My army will be 
dessstroyed. But the massster will be mossst pleassssed with you.” 

Kyja knew she should be terrified, but she wasn’t. Was it because she knew 
this wasn’t how she was supposed to die? She didn’t think so. Cold wind 
buffeted her face as she stared up into the Summoner’s red eyes. “You’re the one 
Marcus calls Bonesplinter.” 

“No!” screeched the Summoner. “He is gone. I am a Summoner. Almighty. 
All powerful.” 

But he wasn’t gone. Kyja had been so frightened the first time she saw a 
Summoner that she’d never realized before that something—or someone—was 
trapped deep inside the creature. “You want to escape, don’t you? You didn’t 
want to be like this.” 

“Be sssilent!” the Summoner hissed. 

Kyja sensed she might be able to pull out whatever or whomever was 
trapped inside the monster, the same way she always pulled Marcus from Earth 
to Farworld. Was that part of the magic Master Therapass said was inside her? 

“I think I can help you.” She closed her eyes and reached. 

“No!” the Summoner howled. “Stop, or PI—” Distracted by what Kyja 


was doing, the Summoner didn’t recognize the Aerisians until they were right on 
top of it. Suddenly, the wind currents it had been flying on disappeared. At the 
same time, powerful drafts of air forced it toward the ground. 

Panicked, it opened its claws, blew fire at the horrible creatures on their 
silver steeds, and clawed for the sky. 

Kyja plummeted toward the ground. “Help!” she screamed. Just before she 
hit the ground, a pair of arms closed around her. 

“That was fun,” Divum said. “Would you like to try it again?” 

Kyja turned to look for the Summoner, but she couldn’t see it anywhere. 
Was it dead, or had it escaped? She needed to find out more about what she’d 
sensed, understand what it meant. 

A moment later, Divum had landed with her on the walls of Icehold. 
Marcus came running up to Kyja, his eyes wet with tears. “Are you—? You’re 
not—?” 

“T’m fine.” Kyja laughed. “I’m better than fine. We did it. We saved Terra 
ne Staric and Icehold.” 

“You are alive.” Marcus searched her as though looking for some mortal 
wound he’d missed. When he was finally convinced she was really all right he 
pulled her tight against him. “I think we did it. I think we changed the future. 
I’m not going to kill you.” 

“Oh, good.” Kyja laughed. “That’s a relief.” 


Chapter 45 


Good-bye 


When Marcus entered the royal dining hall, it was already crowded from 
wall to wall with everyone from the high lord to stable boys. It had been only 
two days since the golems were destroyed—barely enough time for families to 
bury their dead—and rebuilding would take years. But for now, everyone was 
here to celebrate the fact that there was still a city to rebuild, and that so many of 
them had survived the terrible battle. 

He stopped just inside the doorway and leaned on his staff, enjoying the 
sights of men, women, and children laughing and joking. There was a delicious 
aroma of cooked food, and precious water flowed everywhere. 

His body still ached, and he couldn’t walk far without tiring, but now all of 
that was for normal reasons, not because Farworld was on the brink of 
destruction. 

“What are you supposed to be? Some kind of prince?” a sarcastic voice 
asked. 

“Very funny.” Marcus looked up at Riph Raph, who was clinging to a 
chandelier and eating small cooked fish. Marcus tugged self-consciously at the 
white cape with gold trim, which hung from his shoulders. With his blue silk 
pants and ruffled shirt, he felt like he should be in a movie or trick-or-treating. 

“Where’s Kyja?” he asked. 

Riph Raph popped another fish noisily into his beak and flapped a wing 
toward the far side of the room. “She’s been over there talking to that crazy air 
woman forever. Personally, I don’t know how she can stand it. Those Aerisians 
go on and on, talking about this and that. Blah, blah, blah. Until you just want to 
tell them to stop talking for a minute so your ears can rest.” 

Marcus rolled his eyes. “I certainly can’t imagine how that would feel.” 

“I know,” Riph Raph said, completely missing the sarcasm. “Then there’s 
her missing friend—what was his name? Cracker? Curtain? Crouton?” 

“Caelum,” Marcus said. “He still hasn’t shown up?” 

“Pm afraid not,” Master Therapass said, coming through the doorway 
behind Marcus. “It would appear that he has joined Tide and Nizgar-Gharat in 
siding with the Dark Circle.” 

Marcus couldn’t believe it. After he and Kyja had freed the Aerisians from 
Air Keep, how could he turn his back on them? “They promised that if we freed 
them, they’d fight against the Dark Circle and help us open a drift.” 


Master Therapass nodded, and Marcus again noticed how old the wizard 
looked lately. The battles and late nights poring over scrolls and books had taken 
their toll. “Apparently Caelum feels the Aerisians kept the first part of their 
bargain by fighting against the golems here and against the Summoner in 
Icehold. We wouldn’t have survived without their help. Divum has committed to 
join you in your attempt to open the drift. And I think she feels disappointed by 
Caelum’s actions as well, but she would never say so out loud.” 

Two little girls ran by, chasing a boy with a wooden sword. One of the girls 
waved a hand, turning the boy’s ears into tiny brown owls, and the girls 
exploded into giggles. 

“T still don’t understand why any of the elementals would side with the 
Dark Circle,” Marcus said. “What’s in it for them?” 

Master Therapass shifted his weight, seeming as uncomfortable in his fancy 
robe as Marcus was in his clothes. “Wicked men have always been good at 
discovering what others desire and then using it to their advantage. What one 
desires isn’t always the same thing for another. For one, it could be power, for 
another, freedom from the rules of normal society. For the Aerisian, it may be as 
simple as the opportunity to player a bigger game with higher stakes.” 

The wizard reached into his robe and pulled out a stoppered vial filled with 
gray liquid that Marcus thought looked sort of like rat guts. “This is for you.” 

Marcus opened the vial, sniffed, and wrinkled his nose. “It’s not more 
goblin slime, is it?” 

Master Therapass chuckled. “No. In my research on the realm of shadows, I 
have yet to find a way for you to jump between worlds without some level of 
danger. Mr. Z’s suggestion of jumping when there is little or no shadow in either 
world appears to work. I have no idea why. I did, however, discover a way to 
extend your stay on Farworld, and Kyja’s visits to Earth. Two drops of this 
potion will double the number of days you can go without getting sick. Four will 
triple it. Never take more than that.” 

“Awesome.” Marcus tucked the vial in his pocket. “Speaking of Mr. Z, have 
you seen him?” 

“No. As a creature of pure magic, he can probably spend only so much time 
around humans without getting bored.” 

Servants came into the hall, carrying platters and bowls of steaming food 
that made Marcus’s stomach gurgle. He and the wizard headed toward the table 
reserved for them near the front of the room. 

“T guess we’re just lucky he lost that bet,” Marcus said, squeezing past two 
men with hanging bellies and triple chins. 

“Bet?” Master Therapass made an almost unnoticeable motion with one 


hand, and the men’s chairs scooted tightly against their table, forcing them to 
suck in their considerable guts with a surprised whoof—so he could pass behind 
them. 

“Yeah,” Marcus said. “The only reason Mr. Z helped us at all was because 
he made a wager that his racing snail could beat one of the Aerisians’ creatures, 
and he lost.” 

The wizard burst into laughter, but Marcus didn’t understand what the joke 
was. “Highly unlikely,” Master Therapass said, still smiling. “No creature on air 
or land is faster than a good racing snail.” 

“But the Aerisians said Mr. Z lost a bet with them. That’s how they 
convinced him to bring us to Air Keep so we could open the Exsalusentia.” 

Suddenly, Marcus remembered Mr. Z’s answer in the Was when asked 
about the bet. Not all wagers are created equal. “They didn’t convince Mr. Z to 
help them. He tricked them into bringing Kyja and me there. He knew about the 
box and everything. He must have lost the bet on purpose so they’d think it was 
their idea the whole time.” 

“Tmagine that,” the wizard said, with a twinkle in his eye. 

By the time they reached the table, every seat but theirs had been taken. 
Kyja sat by Divum. Cascade sat across the table from them, next to Breslek 
Broomhead. Tankum, who had several major chunks of stone missing from his 
body—and many cracks—sat on a stone chair constructed especially to hold his 
weight. 

“Looks like you could use a good stonemason,” said a skinny woman 
seated next to him. 

“Ha!” roared the warrior. “I always wanted a quick way to take off weight. 
Looks like I found it.” 

The woman smiled uncomfortably and fiddled with her silverware. 

The only ones missing from the celebration were Graehl and Lanctrus- 
Darnoc. “Have you heard back from the search party yet?” Marcus asked Master 
Therapass. “I still can’t believe we forgot to warn Scr—I mean Graehl, about the 
flying octopus things the Aerisians showed us over the Windlash Mountains.” 

“T have heard nothing yet.” Master Therapass slid out his chair and lowered 
himself carefully onto it. “I wouldn’t worry, though. Graehl explored every inch 
of those mountains as a cave trulloch, and Lanctrus-Darnoc is as powerful as he 
is wise. I’m sure they’ll be fine.” 

Marcus hoped so. He’d never had a chance to give Graehl a real thanks for 
the wand, or to apologize for the way he’d doubted him. “You look great,” he 
told Kyja as he sat beside her. 

“What?” Kyja blinked. 


“T said you look awesome.” 

She wore a dark-blue gown with tiny gems sewn into the fabric, and her 
dark locks were braided and curled around her head with blue flowers that 
matched her dress. 

“Who did your hair?” he asked. “It looks sort of familiar.” 

“My hair?” She touched her head and smiled distractedly. “Oh, Divum 
helped me with it.” 

“Tt looks nice.” 

Their table and all the others were filled with so much food Marcus 
couldn’t imagine how anyone could eat it all. He piled his plate with roasted 
chicken, fish in a buttery crust so light it dissolved on his tongue, potatoes that 
made their own creamy gravy whenever you cut into them with a fork, a fruit 
that looked a little like a starfish but changed flavor with every bite, and so many 
other things he couldn’t count them, let alone taste them all. 

“Have you thought about how we’re going to find the fire elementals?” he 
asked Kyja between bites. 

She didn’t seem to be eating much, and he wondered if she’d been down in 
the kitchen sneaking food before the dinner. “Actually,” she said, jabbing at a 
piece of melon with her fork. “That’s what I’ve been talking to Divum about. 
Caelum didn’t want her to tell us until we freed them, but now that she’s on our 
side, she says that the fire elementals are blocked from coming to Farworld— 
like the Aerisians were. Reaching Air Keep was tricky, but getting to Fire Keep 
will be much harder.” 

Marcus took a bite of a roll that grew piping hot and swelled in his mouth. 
He fanned his lips. “Does Divum have any idea how we can get to Fire Keep?” 

“Yes.” Kyja stared at her plate before looking up and smiling. “She knows a 
way for you to send me there. Once I’m inside, I can pull you over. And then, 
when we free the fire elementals, we can come back together.” 

“Great,” Marcus said. What was so hard about that? 

More kitchen workers arrived, carrying away the dinner plates and bringing 
in pies, cakes, crystalized sugar balls filled with jams and jellies, and many other 
desserts. Marcus clasped his stomach and groaned. “I’m going to weigh five 
hundred pounds when I get out of here.” 

High Lord Broomhead stood and tapped his glass with the edge of his 
spoon. “Quiet, everyone! Quiet!” 

Around the hall, conversations slowed, and then they died out completely 
as parents hushed their children. 

“These desserts look delicious, and I’m sure you’d rather eat them than 
listen to me.” 


Laughter filled the room, and someone shouted, “Keep it short!” 

“T intend to,” Breslek called back, to a rousing cheer. “But first I want to 
thank a few people who made it possible for us to be here now. First, for the 
sumptuous meal, our cook, Bella, and her staff.” 

“Huzzah!” the crowd shouted. Bella, who stood near the kitchen in a food- 
stained apron, curtsied. 

“Second, for protecting our city, the guards and our good friends the stone 
warriors and wizards.” 

“Huzzah!” Marcus joined in. 

Tankum raised his stone hands to his mouth. “We just wish we could enjoy 
the food as much as you!” 

Breslek rubbed his belly. “Third, our good friends the Aerisians, the 
Fontasians, and the land elementals, whose names I’m afraid I can’t pronounce.” 

Another huzzah, mingled with laughter. 

“And you, the people of Terra ne Staric. Because every man, woman, and 
child did their part to hold out against the golems. You should all be proud of 
yourselves.” 

Marcus hooted along with the rest of the room, clapping until his palms 
ached. 

“Lastly,” Breslek said, looking directly across the table at Marcus and Kyja, 
“the two people who freed the Aerisians, removed the land curse from Water 
Keep so the Fontasians could free Land Keep, saved Terra ne Staric, rescued 
Icehold, and generally saved Farworld. Am I missing anything?” 

Marcus’s face turned bright red as the room went wild, cheering and 
stomping. Many people wiped tears from their eyes, as they clapped furiously. 

Master Therapass lifted his hands, signaling Marcus and Kyja to stand. 
Holding the table for support, Marcus pushed himself to his feet. “Kyja,” he 
whispered when he realized she was still sitting. 

“What?” she looked around, noticed everyone was watching her, and 
quickly stood next to Marcus. 

“Toast!” someone shouted. “Give a toast.” And soon the whole room was 
repeating it. “Toast, toast, toast.” 

Marcus lifted his glass. “To Master Therapass, who sent me away when I 
was a baby, but did bring me back.” The crowd howled with laughter as the 
wizard took a pretend bow. “To Mr. Z, wherever you are.” Polite clapping and 
some confused whispers, as most of the people in the room had no idea who Mr. 
Z was. “And most of all, to Kyja, who taught me the real meaning of trust.” He 
lifted his glass and drank the sweet berry juice in it, while the crowd roared with 
approval. 


Kyja lifted her goblet before realizing it was empty. Marcus reached for a 
pitcher to fill it, but Kyja pointed to a small silver decanter in front of Divum. 
Marcus grabbed it and filled her glass with a gold liquid that smelled like 
flowers. He would have liked to try some of it himself, but there was barely 
enough to fill Kyja’s glass halfway. 

Kyja held up her goblet and waited for the crowd to grow quiet. “To all of 
the people here tonight. For so long, I thought I didn’t fit in here. That because I 
couldn’t do magic, I was alone.” The crowd was silent, and more than a few of 
them looked down at their plates. 

“But I was wrong. I’m not alone. I may not know who my birth family is. 
But you, you, you, all of you, are my family. I know that now.” She turned to 
Marcus. “Thank you for helping me remember that even the things we think of 
as our weaknesses—our flaws—can become our strengths if we trust others 
enough to help us through them.” 

The crowd started to clap, but Kyja held up a hand to stop them so she 
could continue. Marcus noticed her hand was trembling slightly. “I also want to 
say that even if I have to leave for a while, know that I love you all. And...” 
She swallowed and brushed her eyes with the back of her hand. “And I will 
always be here. Even if you can’t see me.” 

There was a smattering of confused applause as Kyja quickly drank the 
liquid from her goblet and sat down. 

“What was that about?” Marcus whispered to her, taking his seat. “Where 
are we going?” 

Kyja rested her hands flat on the table. “Mortals can’t enter the doorway to 
Fire Keep. It’s . . .” She took a deep breath and relaxed back into her seat. “It’s 
designed to keep humans out and fire elementals in.” 

“Then we’ll figure a way around that,” Marcus said. “Maybe Mr. Z can help 
us.” 

“He can’t,” Kyja said, looking up with her deep green eyes. “No one with 
magic can enter into the doorway. That’s why I need to go first and then pull you 
over.” 

“Are you all right?” Marcus asked. Her face seemed too pale, and her 
breathing was slowing down. 

“I’m fine.” Kyja smiled softly. “The last rule about Fire Keep is that I can’t 
go through the door by myself. I have to be sent by someone I love.” She 
reached out and squeezed his hand. Her fingers were ice cold. 

Suddenly, Marcus remembered where he’d seen her hairstyle before. The 
flowers, the braid resting on a silk pillow in the glass coffin. He looked from her 
empty goblet to the silver decanter. The decanter he had poured her drink from. 


I couldn’t go through the door myself. I had to be sent by someone I love. 

“No!” he screamed. “You can’t do this. There has to be another way.” 

Kyja smiled at him one last time. She whispered, “I... love... you,” then 
closed her eyes and stopped breathing. 


Chapter 46 


The Cell 


Marcus heard the footsteps on the wet stone floor, but he didn’t look up. 

Breslek Broomhead stopped outside his cell door. “You shouldn’t be here. 
You should be out there, at her funeral.” He waved his hands at the dripping 
dungeon walls. “You don’t belong here. Master Therapass told us everything and 
no one blames you for what happened.” 

Marcus gazed at his hands—filthy from the grime and dirt of the unwashed 
floors and walls. They were the hands that had killed Kyja by pouring the poison 
into her goblet. He would never wash them again. “This is where I belong. The 
law against murder is clear. If you let me go, you’d have to let every killer go 
too.” 

Breslek knelt before the cell and gripped the iron bars. “Did you do it?” he 
asked “Did you kill her?” 

“Yes,” Marcus repeated the words he’d heard twice before—the words he’d 
sworn he would never have to say. “I did it. I murdered her.” 

Something rustled in the upper corner of his cell. “You didn’t know what 
was in the glass,’ Riph Raph said. “Even a turnip head like you should 
understand that it wasn’t murder.” 

“T should have known!” Marcus snapped, the nails of his fingers cutting 
into his palms. “If I’d figured out what she was doing even a few minutes earlier, 
I could have stopped her. I could have thrown the poison away. We could have 
figured out something else, another way.” He frowned up at the skyte. “You 
don’t have to stay here with me. You didn’t kill anyone.” 

Riph Raph’s ears drooped. He flew down from the torch bracket he’d been 
perching on to land beside Marcus. “Since the day she rescued me, I’ve spent 
every waking moment of my life with her.” Tears dripped from his gold eyes, 
spattering on the muddy floor. “When she pulls you over, I’m coming.” 

“T know,” Marcus whispered. “I’m sorry.” He pulled the skyte onto his lap 
and hugged him to his chest. 

“Master Therapass is placing powerful protections on the coffin,” Breslek 


said. “Nothing will be able to open it until she returns. Her body . . .” He wiped 
his eyes and sniffed. “Her body will remain just as it was the moment she 
stopped breathing.” 


Marcus nodded. “I know.” 
“He wants to talk to you.” 


Marcus shook his head. “It’s against the law. No one but the High Lord can 
visit a murderer.” 

Breslek stood. “Is there anything I can bring you?” 

“No.” Marcus stared at his hands until the High Lord disappeared. 

“She’ll come for you,” Riph Raph said. 

Marcus swallowed. “I know.” 

But what if she didn’t? What if she couldn’t? It had been five days since she 
died. Five days without a word. Without any tug in his stomach or any kind of 
signal at all that she was still out there. 

He pulled out the silver box he and Kyja had opened together, running his 
fingers across its cool, smooth surface. “I trust you, Kyja,” he whispered, “I do. 
But please come soon.” 


Epilogue 


Caelum wrinkled his nose at the stink of sulfur in the dank room. Used to 
the clear mountain skies of Air Keep, the smoky chamber made him anxious and 
fidgety. 

“You don’t approve of my home?” the master asked. 

Caelum glanced uncomfortably at the figure seated before him, wishing he 
could see the face hidden under the dark cowl. Instead he stared briefly at the 
glowing eyes before dropping his gaze to the wrinkled gray hands clutching the 
arms of the throne. 

“The girl is still dead,” Tide said. 

The master looked at the land elementals. “Can you get to her?” 

“She is protected,” the purple lizard head hissed. 

“The wizard’s magic is strong.” 

The master cackled, his white tongue poking out between his withered, gray 
lips. “That surprises you, doesn’t it? That a human could cast magic too strong 
for a mighty . . .” He made a sound that was a series of hisses, clicks, and pops. 
Caelum assumed it must be what the land elementals called themselves. 

“T taught Therapass everything he knows. And I am ten times as powerful 
as he is.” The master’s red eyes glowed like fire. “Let that be a reminder to you. 
In case you ever think about leaving my service.” 

Caelum chafed, wanting to be outside again in the fresh air, but he didn’t 
dare show it. “And if she doesn’t come back?” 

The master cackled again, clapping his wrinkled gray hands. “If the girl 
remains dead, the boy will soon follow, and Farworld will be ours. You will win 
your game. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” 

Caelum had hated being trapped in Air Keep. The idea of an entire world to 
play his tricks on was almost too good to imagine. 

“And if she does?” Nizgar-Gharat asked. “What happens if she manages to 
return from Fire Keep?” 

Gleaming white teeth appeared inside the cowl as the master leaned 
forward. For just a moment, Caelum thought he caught a glimpse of what was 
inside the hood; his knees quivered. 

“If she returns, the gates of the underworld will open. The fourth member 
of our group will join us, and we will rip a hole between Earth and Farworld that 
will never be closed.” 


He squeezed the arms of his throne until blood dripped from between his 
fingers. “And then Earth and Farworld will be ours. Imagine the fun you can 
have with a a new world to play your tricks on, Caelum. Imagine a whole new 
world of knowledge at your fingertips, Nizgar-Gharat. Technology beyond your 
understanding. Weapons more powerful than anything Farworld has ever seen. 

“And you,” he said, turning to Tide. “You will be ruler over all of them. 
How will it feel to have millions—no, billions—kneeling at your feet?” 

Tide squeezed a small fish between his fingers, then popped it in his mouth, 
crunching it between his teeth. “That sounds very good indeed.” 


Glossary 


Air Magic: The most fragile of all elemental magic and yet the most 
versatile. It can deflect projectiles as a powerful shield, knock down doors, 
reveal the location of hidden objects, and even shift time. Defensive air magic 
can heal even the most grievous of wounds. 

Amulet: Kyja wears an amulet given to her by Master Therapass on her 
eighth birthday. It has the same image as the one on Marcus’s shoulder. 

Aptura Discerna: A magical window that looks into the user’s heart. Kyja 
can use this device because it doesn’t require any magic, and it casts no spell on 
the user. 

Aster’s Bay: A city located along the Noble River. 

Augur Well: The oracle that acolytes desiring to become land elementals 
were required to seek. 

Bella: The head cook in Terra ne Staric. 

Bonesplinter: A Thrathkin S’ Bae of the Dark Circle. 

Broomhead, Breslek: The high lord of Terra ne Staric. He replaced High 
Lord Umquit after the battle with the Keepers of the Balance. 

Cascade: A water elemental who controls all moving water. He agreed to 
join Marcus and Kyja on their quest to open a drift. He was sent on an unknown 
quest by Master Therapass. 

Cave Trulloch: A tall, humanlike creature found in the Windlash Mountains 
and other high-altitude climates. See Screech. 

Dark Circle, The: A group of dark wizards intent on stopping Marcus and 
Kyja from opening a drift between Farworld and Earth. 

Dawn Chimes: Small, bell-shaped flowers which sing at sunrise in 
Farworld. Not everyone can understand their words. 

Doors of Eternity: The doors which lead to the land elementals. 

Drift: The magical doorway Marcus and Kyja must create in order to save 
their own worlds. 

Elder Ephraim: The head of the Greek Orthodox monastery where Marcus 
was found as a baby. Elder Ephraim gave Marcus his name. He died when 
Marcus was still young. 

Elementals: Beings which control water, land, air, and fire magic. They are 
difficult to find and do not work well together. 

Everwood, Char: The wife of Rhaidnan Everwood. Kyja watched her 


children when Rhaidnan went missing. 

Everwood, Rhaidnan: A hunter who was captured by the Unmakers and 
rescued by Marcus and Kyja. When the Keepers of the Balance held his wife and 
children hostage, he betrayed Marcus and Kyja, but later gave his life to save 
them from Zentan Dolan. 

Fallen Ones: The army of undead creatures raised by Summoners and led 
by Thrathkin S’Bae. 

Farworld: A world where everyone has magic. It is where Marcus was born, 
and where Kyja was brought as a baby. 

Fein Ter’er: The inner sanctum of the master of the Dark Circle. 

Fire Magic: The most powerful of all offensive magic, it can call down 
meteors from the sky and summon raging lava from the deepest crevices. Fire 
magic can also be used to change the look, feel, and shape of inanimate objects. 
Defensive fire magic also protects—defusing or reflecting other magic. 

Fontasians: Another name for water elementals. 

Forest of Before Time: A forest of mammoth trees located at the edge of the 
Borderlands. 

Frost Pinnois: A flying water-magic creature made entirely of ice. See 
Zhethar. 

Galespinner: A mist steed summoned by Master Therapass. 

Golden Rope: When Kyja pulls Marcus from one place to another, she 
usually pulls a golden rope she sees in her mind. 

Goodnuffs: The family who raised Kyja after Master Therapass summoned 
her to Farworld. They were killed by a pair of Thrathkin S’Bae. 

Graehl: Originally a Keeper of the Balance, Graehl was changed into a cave 
trulloch named Screech for speaking out against their practices. After Zentan 
Dolan was destroyed, he turned back into a man and vowed to help Marcus and 
Kyja. See Screech. 

Harbinger: Fairy creatures in Land Keep that were turned into monsters by 
the Dark Circle. They were later returned to their fairy forms by the land 
elementals. 

Heartstrong, Tankum: One of Terra ne Staric’s greatest warriors. He helped 
Master Therapass save Marcus from the Dark Circle, but gave his life in the 
effort. A stone statue erected in his honor was brought to life by Lanctrus- 
Darnoc to fight the Keepers of the Balance. 

Icehold: A Borderlands city located near the ruins of Windshold. 

Innoris a’Gentoran: A gauntlet of immense power brought to Terra ne Staric 
from the realm of shadows. 

Ishkabiddles: Small fuzzy creatures who can sense danger by spraying 


sparkling dust from their feelers. 

Jaklah: A boy from Aster’s Bay. He met Marcus in the cavern near Land 
Keep and later refused to give up his magic to the Keepers. 

Kanenas, Marcus: Originally born in Farworld, he was targeted by the Dark 
Circle because of an unusual scar on his shoulder. Marcus was sent to Earth by 
Master Therapass, who believes one of Marcus’s parents is a creature of 
shadows. 

Keepers of the Balance: A group of wizards who believed in taking magic 
from the poor and weak and redistributing it to the rich and powerful. 

Knowledge Illuminator: A librarian in Land Keep. 

Kyja: Born on Earth, she was brought to Farworld to even the scales of 
balance when Marcus was sent to Earth. Just as Marcus is key to saving 
Farworld, Kyja is key to saving Earth. Being from Earth, she cannot do any 
magic and is immune to its effects. 

Lake Aeternus: A large body of water located along the edge of Water Keep 
that flows into the Noble River. It is located roughly at the same point in 
Farworld where Lake Michigan is located on Earth. 

Lanctrus-Darnoc: A land elemental composed of a boar and a fox. He 
joined Marcus and Kyja in their quest to open a drift between Earth and 
Farworld and was sent on an unknown quest by Master Therapass. 

Land Keep: The home of the land elementals. 

Land Magic: The oldest of all magic, it can commune with all minerals 
from the smallest rock to the tallest mountain, as well as learn from and aid 
plants and animals. Land magic has the ability to tear down walls and create 
massive barriers. Land magic wielders are the world’s greatest teachers and 
students. The most powerful users of land magic can transform themselves into 
the form of a plant or an animal—especially if the plant or animal has had an 
important impact on the caster’s life. Land magic can also bring life to stone and 
other minerals. 

Lusia: A game played by Farworld children. 

Master of the Dark Circle: The only dark wizard powerful enough to 
command Summoners. He wears a gold ring that bears the same symbol that is 
on Marcus’s shoulder and Kyja’s amulet. 

Melankollia: A tree with leaves that make people feel sad. 

Mimicker: A creature that can look like anything else, including creatures 
others are thinking about. 

Mist: The water elemental who controls fog and mist. 

Mist Steed: A magical mount with a body taller and broader than a horse. It 
has a birdlike head covered with golden scales and a gauzy mane. 


Morning Dew: The water elemental who controls dew. 

Mr. Z: An odd little man who owns a racing snail. 

Noble River: A river flowing from Lake Aeternus to the Sea of Eternal 
Sorrows. 

Olden: The oldest tree in the Westland Woods. 

Plains of Thayer: The flat open area between the Windlash Mountains and 
the Noble River. 

Raindrop: The water elemental who controls rain and storms. 

Realm of Shadows: A mysterious gray area between Earth and Farworld. 
Marcus and Kyja’s bodies become trapped here when they are in the other world. 
Master Therapass believes one of Marcus’s parents may be from the realm of 
shadows. 

Riph Raph: A small blue skyte. Kyja rescued him when he was a baby, and 
he was one of Kyja’s few friends when she was growing up. When Kyja and 
Marcus jump to Earth, Riph Raph is temporarily changed to another Earth 
animal. 

Screech: A cave trulloch. See also Graehl. 

Sea of Eternal Sorrows: The sea into which the Noble River flows. 

Singale: A one-armed man Kyja found outside the gates of Terra ne Staric. 
He may be romantically involved with Bella. 

Skytes: Small dragon-like creatures with floppy ears and big golden eyes. 
They can blow small fireballs and do limited magic. See Riph Raph. 

Snifflers: Large insect-like creatures brought to Farworld from the realm of 
shadows to draw magic from humans. 

Summoners: Terrifying creatures of mythic power created from the souls of 
twisted wizards. They have red serpentine bodies, wings, and spearlike teeth. 
They are rumored to be able to create intense storms, hypnotize others, and raise 
the dead. 

Teagarden, Principal: The principal of the Philo T. Justice School for Boys, 
which Marcus was attending before he was brought back to Farworld. 

Terra ne Staric: Capital of Westland. Home to Kyja and Master Therapass. 

Therapass, Master: A powerful wizard who saved Marcus’s life by sending 
him to Earth and accidentally trapped Kyja on Farworld. 

Thrathkin S’Bae: Literally translated as “Masters of the dead who walk,” 
these wizards of the Dark Circle use corrupt magic to force the elements to obey 
their will instead of asking for their help. 

Throg: A long-necked water creature that echoes what it hears. 

Tide: The king of the water elementals, he controls large bodies of water. 

Trill Stones: A game using colored stones and a circular board. Also the 


stones themselves. The red stones change into valuable gems when transported 
to Earth. 

Ty: A boy from Chicago who helped Marcus and Kyja when they were 
trying to enter Water Keep. 

Unmakers: Creatures from the realm of shadows. They are nearly invisible 
to humans. Unmakers feed on humans—first sucking away all emotion, then 
magic, and ultimately their will to live. 

Valdemeer: A country located in the eastern borderlands. 

Water Keep: Home to the water elementals, its geography on Farworld is 
roughly the same as Chicago on Earth. 

Water Magic: The most graceful of all magic, it can transform water, mist, 
or ice into any object or creature, and animate it as long as it remains nearby. 
Water spells tend to focus on the power of vision and discernment, seeing long 
distances or through objects, and occasionally even delving into visions and 
dreams. Defensive water magic cleanses by removing curses and poisons. 

Westland: The area of Farworld between the Windlash Mountains and the 
Borderlands. 

Westland Woods: Home to the Weather Guardians, which are huge talking 
trees. 

Windlash Mountains: A very tall and dangerous mountain range dividing 
Westland and the Plains of Thayer. 

Windshold: The city where Marcus was born. It was destroyed completely 
by the Dark Circle. 

Y’sdine’s Feint: A strategy used in Trill Stones where one player learns the 
other player’s attack strategy and sets a trap for him. 

Zentan Dolan: The leader of the Keepers of the Balance, he was actually a 
demon from the realm of shadows. 

Zhethar: A frost pinnois who carried Marcus and Kyja to the walls of Water 
Keep. See Frost Pinnois. 


Discussion Questions 


1. Marcus and Kyja enter the Is, the Was, and the Will Be. If you could 
spend a day seeing the future, visiting the past, or hanging out in the present, 
which would you choose and why? 

2. Before Marcus goes into the Will Be, he is told that seeing his future will 
lock it in place. If you could see one version of your future, knowing that would 
mean that version of the future was unchangeable, would you take the risk? Why 
or why not? 

3. Master Therapass tells Kyja to wait before pulling Marcus to Farworld, 
but she disobeys and does it anyway. Have you ever done something you weren’t 
supposed to do? What were the results? 

4. Marcus and Kyja are surprised to learn they will be traveling by snail. 
They expect the snail to be very slow, but it ends up being fast. Have you ever 
expected one thing to happen and been surprised when something much different 
occurred? What did you learn from the experience? 

5. On their way to Air Keep, Marcus, Kyja, and Riph Raph encounter a 
number of creatures with names that are actually puns (words that can have more 
than one meaning depending on how you think of them). Some of the pun 
creatures they face include a “frost bite,” a “fruit fly,” and a “rope burn.” Can 
you think up any of your own? 

6. The air elementals see almost everything as funny. They say they would 
rather laugh at something than cry over it. How is seeing the funny side of things 
good? Are there times when laughing at something, or someone, is not right? 

7. In Air Keep, Caelum and Divum try to trick Marcus and Kyja into 
opening the box. Would it have been better if they had been honest about what 
they wanted in the first place? Has anyone ever tried to get you to do something 
without telling you the whole truth? How did it make you feel? 

8. Marcus tells Kyja that he thinks her magic is getting people to help her. 
She tells him that people are nice to her because she is nice to them. Who do you 
think is right and why? 

9. Marcus is afraid to tell Kyja what he sees in the future because he thinks 
she will hate him when she sees what he is going to do. Have you ever been 
afraid to tell someone the truth because you thought they wouldn’t like you? 
What happened? 

10. The air elementals are unable to open the box because they do not trust 


others. How would our world be different if no one trusted anyone else? 
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Interlude: ‘Treachery 


The black water rippled and stirred, but the only things reflected in its 


surface were the sputtering torches around the room and the frustrated face of 
the portly water elemental standing above the pool as the other elementals 
watched nearby. 

Leaning against a wall, his body currently composed of glittering diamonds 
and gold coins, Calem snickered. “The vision of the Fontasians is indeed 
impressive. If only I, a poor air elemental, could look into a puddle of water and 
see my own befuddled face.” 

Tide glared at him. The water elemental snatched a fish from the school 
circling slowly around his head and crunched it viciously between his teeth. 
“Watch your mouth, Aerisian,” he growled around the food, “or P1 show you 
that a Fontasian is capable of much more than vision.” 

Calem guffawed, his diamonds catching the torchlight and reflecting it into 
Tide’s face. 

The land elemental pair Nizgar-Gharat flapped their wings lazily, stirring the 
smoke-filled air around them. Nizgar’s green-striped lizard head studied Tide, 
while Gharat’s purple lizard head looked at the dark pool of water. “You said you 
could see through mountains,” Nizgar hissed. 

“T can!” Tide snapped. He waved his hand at the pool, and at once a dizzying 
vista of open forest blurred by. He gestured again, and the trees were replaced by 
mountains. The image in the pool zoomed in to focus on a single flower then 
back out to reveal thousands of them. “Anywhere there is water, I can see.” 

Focusing intently, the Fontasian changed the image to an army of undead 
creatures. Swarms of two-headed dogs, rag-clothed humans, and the corpses of 
nearly every animal imaginable paced the ground like insects drawn to a pot of 
honey. Watching over them were at least a hundred Thrathkin S’Bae—the Dark 
Circle’s wizards. In the distance beyond, a tower was barely visible, surrounded 
by what might be a city wall. 

“Closer,” hissed the land elementals, tongues flicking. 

“What do you think I’ve been trying to do?” Tide asked. He moved his hand; 
the image in the pool flew over the army and toward the tower. For a tantalizing 


moment, the tower began to come into focus, and all of the elementals leaned 
forward. Then, just as the city began to grow clear, it disappeared into a white 
haze of mist. 

“What’s wrong?” Gharat demanded. “Why can’t we see anything?” 

Calem waved his arms and gold coins clinked merrily against one another. 
“Because the king of the water elementals is king of no one. His Fontasians have 
turned against him, and the boy Cascade makes a fool of him. Perhaps I could 
lend him a few of my loyal Aerisians?” 

Tide spun around, face cold and purposeful. “I warned you!” He waved his 
hands, and water rose from the pool in the shape of a swirling serpent. Before 
Calem could react, the water serpent wrapped itself around him and clamped 
down. 

“Get... . off...” The Aerisian gasped. He tried to change form, but the water 
bound him tight, squeezing his body in its powerful coils. 

“Stop!” a commanding voice filled the chamber, echoing off the walls and 
filling the air as if it had physical substance. A robed figure raised his hand, and 
the Summoner chained to the wall shot a stream of molten fire across the room. 

Tide howled in pain as the flames encased his body. Steam billowed from his 
hands and feet, and the tiny fish circling his head dropped to the ground, charred 
and curled. The water serpent he had been controlling splashed to the floor, and 
Calem gasped for breath, his body now a swarm of angry black hornets. 

“TIl teach you to attack me, you fat—” 

The Aerisian’s voice cut off as the robed figure strode toward the elementals. 
The figure’s face was entirely hidden beneath his dark hood except for a pair of 
glowing red eyes. Although the master was hunched, and shuffled like an old 
man, all the elementals stopped speaking and bowed their heads. 

“Tell me what you’ve learned,” the master said, his voice raspy like the buzz 
of a wasp or the warning of a rattlesnake. 

The three elementals looked at one another, none wanting to be the first to 
speak. 

Finally, Tide cleared his throat. “The land elementals have closed off all 
entrances to Land Keep.” 

“Show me,” the master said. 

The pool glowed, and a moment later, the four of them were staring at a 
swamp on the edge of a bay. Positioned strategically around the swamp were 
hundreds of winged creatures, each consisting of a pair of animals combined into 
a single body. Tide zoomed in on a creature that was part dragon, part lion, and 
Nizgar-Gharat’s heads growled deep in their throats. 

“What are they protecting?” the master whispered almost to himself. 


“The wizard has been there several times over the last few days,” Nizgar- 
Gharat’s two heads said together. “We believe he is seeking a way to bring back 
the girl.” 

“Have they discovered such a way?” The master enunciated each word 
carefully—a knife blade waiting to slice through the wrong answer. 

The land elementals lowered their heads. “We do not know,” Nizgar said. 

“The library is immense,” Gharat added. “It’s impossible to know everything 
it contains.” 

The master snorted. “If he’d found an answer, Therapass would be doing 
something about it.” He threaded his fingers together, the ring on his right hand 
glittering. “What of the Windlash Mountains?” 

Calem spoke up quickly. “The humans have been beaten back, and we—that 
is you—hold all entrances to the Unmakers’ cavern.” The image in the pool 
shifted into a black opening above of an icy mountain ledge. 

Dozens of bulbous creatures flew around the entrance. Their purplish bodies 
pulsed, deep blue veins clearly visible in the tentacle-like legs hanging from 
their torsos. Their wispy black wings seemed far too small to keep them aloft, 
but the dead bodies spread below them on the mountainside were clear evidence 
of their powers. 

Higher up the mountain, twenty or more Aerisians loyal to the Dark Circle 
flew their mounts through the air, scouting for any signs of attack. 

The master chuckled and smacked his lips wetly. “Very good. Now I need to 
see what is happening in Terra ne Staric.” 

Tide wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. “That is a. . . problem at 
the moment. The other Fontasians have created an unnatural mist around the 
city, blocking me from seeing in.” 

The master’s glowing red eyes fixed on him. “Do not tell me what you cannot 
do. Tell me how you will obey my command. Do you not rule the very oceans 
themselves? Perhaps you are not a worthy ruler for Earth after all.” 

“N-no, master,” the water elemental stammered. “Of course I will obey your 
command. I only . . .” He stared down at the pool, deep in thought, and a smile 
stole slowly over his face. “Yes.” 

He waved his hands, and the image in the pool showed a placid ocean—waves 
rolling gently across the surface. He turned to Calem. “I need wind. A lot of it.” 

Calem nodded. He placed his palms together, hornets buzzing angrily and 
stinging one another. Immediately the calm surface of the ocean began to 
change. Whitecaps grew and crashed—first the height of a man, then a tree, and 
finally a small mountain. Sky and water roiled and spun until a huge spout rose 
out of the waves, filling the blue sky with dark green clouds. 


“Yes,” Tide said. “Now, push it inland.” 

The clouds raced toward the shore, across the land, and directly over the 
undead army stationed outside Terra ne Staric. Thrathkin S’Bae glanced up 
uncertainly as the creatures under their command howled and bit one another. 

As the dark clouds pushed through the mist, the city came clear. 

“There,” the master said, pointing a finger at a glass coffin lying above ground 
at the base of the tower hill. Sparkling gold light surrounded the coffin, but the 
girl inside lay unmoving. The master nodded. “Her time grows short.” 

The cloud, forming a salty mist, pushed through the doors and windows of the 
tower. 

“Find me the boy,” the master commanded. 

The pool showed a series of winding stairs, and a moment later, a single 
prison cell, where a dirty-faced boy and a skyte sat miserably side by side. 

“They’ve locked him up?” the master whispered incredulously as if he 
couldn’t believe his own luck. “This is too perfect.” 

The image began to blur, and Tide’s brow furrowed. “They sense an outside 
presence. I won’t be able to see for long.” 

“Quickly—the wizard,” the master said. “Show me Therapass.” 

Tide pushed the mist up the stairs, higher and higher into the tower as the 
picture grew increasingly fuzzy. 

“There!” the master shouted, pointing at a closed door. 

Tide forced his mist under the door, and for a brief moment, the image of 
Master Therapass appeared in the pool. The wizard was heating a dark-gray 
solution in a beaker over a flame. As the mist blew into the room, he spun 
around, hiding the beaker behind his back, and shouted something. 

Cascade and Divum charged toward the door. Cascade reached his arms into 
the mist as the air elemental put her hands to the sides of her mouth and blew. 
Instantly, the picture disappeared. 

Tide spun around. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t.. .” 

The master waved his pale hands. “It is enough.” He stared at the black water 
and whispered, “What are you up to, old man?” 

At the far end of the room, a door opened, and a small, misshapen creature 
shuffled in. It bowed its twisted torso and turned its owl-like head in the master’s 
direction. “The traitor is in place. He has your item and is waiting to use it.” 

The Master’s eyes flashed red. His hand went to the pale line on his finger. 
“Very good.” 





1: Counting the Days 


Water leaking from the narrow crack in the stone ceiling made a rhythmic 


tapping on the cell floor—two quick plinks, followed by a heavier splat. After 
the splat came a pause so long, you might actually think the water had stopped 
falling altogether—if you hadn’t been listening to it for so long that the sound of 
the drips were as familiar as your own heartbeat. 

Marcus knew the pattern well enough that he could anticipate exactly how 
long the pause would last before three more drops splashed into the puddle in the 
corner—plink, plink, splat—like keys on a piano. 

Exactly twenty-seven drops per minute. One thousand six hundred twenty 
drops per hour. Thirty-eight thousand eight hundred eighty drops per day. 

Or was it thirty seven thousand seven hundred seventy? 

Math was never Marcus’s strong suit. And he was almost positive the water 
dripped faster at night than in the morning. So it could have been as many as 
forty thousand. 

He’d tried calculating how many drops had fallen since Kyja’s . .. He refused 
to call it death, even though it was beginning to feel more and more like that 
after ten days with no sign from her. Instead, he tried to think of it as her 
departure—as if she’d gone on a long trip, and any minute now, he’d get a letter, 
or the magical equivalent of a phone call. 

But the numbers had started to jumble in his head until he was pretty sure he 
was going crazy. 

Riph Raph, perched on a rock outcropping above Marcus’s head, waggled his 
ears. “Well?” 

“What?” Marcus pulled his gaze away from the puddle and blinked. 

“Your question,” Riph Raph snapped—although with far less snarkiness than 
he would have used back when Kyja was still around. “You’re on seventeen. You 
have three more to go.” 

Marcus rubbed his grimy hands across his face, remembering that they were 
playing twenty questions. It was one of the games he’d taught the skyte in the 
days they’d been locked together in the dungeon—along with I Spy (which had 
gotten old quickly when the only things they could see outside the cell were a 
hallway, a torch, and the occasional beetle), a rhyming game called Pink Stink, 


and enough games of Tic-Tac-Toe to cover one entire wall. 

“Right. Okay.” Marcus tried to concentrate—something that was getting 
harder and harder to do, as though his mind was wearing away with each drop of 
water that fell. “Are you thinking of Kyja’s laugh?” 

“How did you guess?” Riph Raph asked. 

Marcus gave a ghost of a smile. “We already did her hair, her robe, her 
slippers, her eyes, her hands . . .” 

“Don’t forget her smile,” the skyte said. 

How could he, when all he had to do was close his eyes, and it was right there 
in front of him? Marcus’s hands clenched as he wondered for at least the 
thousandth time why she’d done it. How could she have left without him? How 
could she drink some unknown potion on the word of an air elemental? For all 
she’d known, it was another of their stupid jokes. 

Look, I got a human to drink poison. 

Riph Raph glided to the floor and placed a wing on Marcus’s knee. “She’|l 
pull you over any time now.” 

“T know.” Marcus sighed. 

The skyte blinked his big yellow eyes. “And when she does, you won’t forget 
to bring me with you?” 

Marcus scratched the back of Riph Raph’s head in the same spot Kyja always 
had. “Of course not.” 

From around the corner of the hall came the sound of footsteps descending the 
Stairs that led from the tower to the dungeon. 

“Breakfast,” Marcus grunted with a frown. 

It wasn’t that the food was bad. Bella made all of their meals personally, and 
she was the best cook Marcus had ever met. The meals weren’t the problem. It 
was the two guards who brought them. 

“Maybe it’s someone new,” Riph Raph said. “Maybe the dumb one finally 
killed the noisy one. Or maybe someone pushed them both off a wall. People 
that annoying must have enemies.” 

Marcus wished. At first the guards watching him had rotated in and out. But 
the last few days it had been the same annoying pair. He’d asked the warden for 
new guards at least ten times. But every meal, the usual two came—a fat, stupid 
man with a bad attitude, and a skinny one that Marcus was almost sure was 
crazy. Personally, he couldn’t understand how the two of them had gotten their 
jobs in the first place. The city had to be desperate to hire them. 

The footsteps grew louder, accompanied by the clanking of badly fitted armor. 
With them came the sound of off-key singing. 


I met her in the market square, 

a lovely little flower. 

I raised my wand above my head 
to demonstrate my power. 

I thought to place into her hair 

a pleasant scented blossom. 
Alas, my magic went awry. 

And now she is a possum. 


Marcus looked at Riph Raph, and the skyte flapped to the farthest corner or 
the cell. 

“What kind of a song is that?” a deep voice bellowed. “Who ever heard of a 
love ballad for a possum?” 

“Tain’t for a possum,” answered a squeaky voice, which grated on Marcus’s 
ears like the tines of a fork dragged across a tin plate. “It’s a song for a woman. 
A lovely woman with eyes like those blue gems. What are they called?” 

A huge belch echoed down the corridor, and Marcus could only hope it hadn’t 
been pointed toward his plate. “Blueberries?” 

“That ain’t a gem. It’s a vegetable,” the squeaky voice said. 

The two guards came into view and stopped. The fat one shook his greasy red 
hair out of his face and scratched his rear with the hand not holding Marcus’s 
plate. “You’re right. He’s still there.” 

The skinny guard, who had a long, curved nose that came down past his 
mouth, cackled. “Told you so. Pay up.” 

Marcus, didn’t want to talk to either of the guards, but he couldn’t help 
himself. “Where did you think I’d be? I’m locked in a cell.” 

The fat guard rubbed his doughy cheeks, a stupid expression on his face. 
“Hmm. Never thought of that.” 

Each man carried a plate—one for Marcus and another for Riph Raph—to the 
cell door and slid them under the bars. 

“You know,” the skinny guard said, squeezing a wart on the tip of his chin, 
“when you first demanded to be locked up here, I thought you was suffering 
from depression or obsession or some other -ession. But now your strategy has 
become all too clear to me. You realized with all the cleaning up going on in the 
city that you would never be able to get any serious thinking done.” He tapped 
the side of his helmet and gave a sly wink. “But down here, you got no 
distractions at all. Good planning, young man. Ought ’a see if I can get a room in 
the dungeon myself.” 

“That’s about the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,” Marcus said, sliding a plate 


to Riph Raph. “I’m here for a crime I committed, like everyone else in the 
dungeon.” 

“Crime?” The fat guard gasped as though the thought had never occurred to 
him that someone locked in a dungeon might have done something to deserve it. 
“What did you do? Swipe someone’s gold? Kidnap their children?” He shivered. 
“The very thought gives me the willies.” 

Marcus stared at his hands. “I’m guilty of murder. I killed my best friend.” 

The skinny guard’s eyes opened wide. “Spells and curses! You didn’t!” He 
arched a bushy eyebrow. “Put a knife in his heart, did you?” 

Marcus glared at the old buffoon. “My best friend is a she, not a he. And I 
might as well have stabbed her. I gave her the poison that . . .” He hated the 
word, but it was time to face the truth. “I gave her the poison that killed her. 
Then I let her drink it.” 

The fat guard clapped both hands to his mouth. “He’s talking about Kyja.” He 
placed his lips to the skinny guard’s ear and whispered so loud that Marcus could 
have heard it from the top of the stairs. “I was there too. I seen her drink the 
poison straight down. And I dint do nuffin to stop her. Think they might throw 
me in a cell too?” 

The skinny guard smacked him on the front of his breastplate. “Don’t strain 
what little brains God gave ya. I heard tell the girl was determined to take the 
poison no matter what anyone did. If letting a person do what they are 
determined to do is a crime, half the people in this city are guilty.” He leered at 
Marcus. “I know what you are guilty of, though.” 

Marcus shoved a forkful of eggs into his mouth, barely tasting them. “What?” 

“Of being so arrogant as to think you are the only one who feels the pain of 
the dear girl’s loss and the guilt of not realizing what she was up to.” 

Marcus slammed his fork on his plate. “That’s the lamest thing I’ve ever 
heard. Who told you that?” 

“T know! I know!” The fat guard danced around, waving his hand like a kid in 
school. “It was the crazy old wizard you’re always talking to. Ther-a-puss.” 

Marcus jumped to his feet and grabbed the bars. “Master Therapass is not 
crazy.” He turned to the skinny guard. “Is it true? Did he say that to you?” 

Master Therapass had come down to the dungeon once, trying to convince 
Marcus and Riph Raph that they didn’t belong there. It didn’t work, and he 
hadn’t returned. 

The skinny guard bobbed his beak-like nose. “That’s exactly what he said. 
Also that you are guilty of the crime of stubbornness, the crime of ignorance, 
and most damaging of all, the crime of pride.” 

The words cut deeper than Marcus wanted to let on. He dropped to the floor. 


“He can say whatever he wants. I’m not leaving.” 

“Neither am I,” Riph Raph said. “We’re waiting right here until Kyja pulls us 
to Fire Keep.” 

The fat guard rubbed the back of his thick neck. “What if she never pulls you 
over? What then?” 

That was what Marcus was most afraid of. If Kyja didn’t pull him over soon, 
it could mean only one thing. That she was dead. 

The fat guard stared down at Marcus, his face surprisingly serious. “I hear 
that batty old wizard has been working night and day on a way to get her back.” 

“Really?” Marcus asked. Riph Raph, who had been pecking at his food, flew 
to Marcus’s side and nuzzled under his hand. 

The skinny guard moved close, his eyes oddly familiar. “Do you think for a 
minute that every man, woman, and child in this city wouldn’t do anything they 
could to bring Kyja back?” 

Marcus shook his head silently. 

The fat guard rubbed his jowls. “Don’t you think she would do anything in her 
power to bring you to her if she could?” 

Marcus’s vision blurred as tears leaked from his eyes. “I know she would.” 

The skinny guard stepped back from the cell and straightened his ill-fitting 
armor. “Then we must assume she is not able to summon you to her at this time. 
The way I see it, you have two choices. You can sit here wallowing in your own 
guilt and feeling sorry for yourself, which seems as dull-witted as my large- 
bellied companion—” 

“Or you can do something useful by figuring out how to reach her,” the fat 
guard added. “Become a man of action.” He pointed to the skinny guard. 
“Unlike this cowardly excuse for a human being.” 

“Reach her?” Marcus had spent the first few days here thinking about that 
exact thing before deciding it was impossible. “How can I?” 

“You could join that brilliant wizard, Master Therapass, and his bullheaded, 
bumbling, act-first, think later, excuse for a warrior, Tankum,” the skinny guard 
said. “I hear they’re leaving for Land Keep to search for an answer.” 

Marcus jumped to his feet, feeling the first hope he’d had since Kyja’s eyes 
had closed for the last time. “When are they leaving?” 

The fat guard counted on his pudgy fingers. “I’d say... right about . . . now. 

“Let us out,” Riph Raph yelped. 

“We’re going with them,” Marcus shouted. 

The skinny guard reached under his armor and pulled out a wand. He glared at 
the fat guard. “It’s about time. If I had to spend another day listening to your 
ridiculous fake accent, I would have gone crazy.” 


33 


“Trust me,” the fat guard said. “Based on your singing, you went there a long 
time ago.” 

The guard waved his wand and the men’s costumes disappeared, revealing 
Master Therapass and Tankum. The cell door clicked and swung open. 

“Well?” the wizard asked looking back with a sly grin. “Are you two coming 
or not?” 


2: The Power of Hope 


Marcus leaned against the wall, trying to catch his breath. After sitting in the 


cold, damp cell for more than a week, his legs wobbled with each step, and every 
few minutes, a raspy cough tore at his chest. His joints felt as if they’d been 
filled with crushed glass. 

The pain wasn’t only from his time spent in the dungeon, though. His health 
was still mysteriously tied to the health of Farworld, and right now it felt as if 
Farworld was in danger—maybe the worst danger it had ever seen. But what did 
that mean? That the Dark Circle had grown in power? Or was it because Kyja 
was in trouble? Or dead? 

Tankum reached out one of his large stone hands. “Let me help you.” 

“No.” Marcus wiped the sweat from his face and made himself climb another 
step, trying to stifle the groan that forced its way from his mouth. 

“Punishing yourself won’t help Kyja,” Master Therapass said. 

Marcus stopped, nearly falling backward. Riph Raph grabbed the front of his 
robe and flapped furiously until Marcus regained his balance. “You think I’m 
punishing myself?” 

He’d been warned more than once that he would kill Kyja. He should have 
been on guard. But that night, he’d been so busy stuffing his face with food and 
drink—and congratulating himself on stopping the Dark Circle—that he hadn’t 
noticed something was wrong with Kyja until it was too late. The only reason he 
wasn’t in his cell paying for that anymore was the small sliver of hope that he 
might be able to find a way to bring her back. 

“Maybe I am.” 

Tankum turned, the metal of the crossed swords on his back reflecting the 
sunlight shining through a nearby window, and started up the stairs. “Good.” 

Marcus thought he must have misheard. “You think I should be punishing 
myself?” 

Riph Raph launched himself into the air and circled the warrior’s head. “Who 
asked you? I say he should be giving himself a break. No one could have 
stopped Kyja.” 

“Doesn’t matter what I think,” Tankum said, continuing up the circular 


staircase. “But you might as well get used to it.” 

“Get used to what?” Marcus panted, trying to keep up. He coughed again, his 
lungs and throat burning. He deserved everything he was putting himself through 
and worse. But part of him hoped that Therapass and Tankum would find a way 
to convince him differently. 

“Get used to doubting yourself.” Tankum turned and folded his arms across 
his broad chest. The cold expression on his face matched the granite he was 
made of. “You’ve got a whole lifetime of what ifs ahead of you, lad—assuming 
you live that long. Trust me. I’ve had enough myself. What if I’d told my troops 
to retreat instead of charging the day I lost half my regiment in an ambush? What 
if I’d been there the day my friends were slaughtered? What if I’d asked the girl 
I loved to marry me before she chose another man? What if I’d opted for a life of 
peace instead of war so I could have been there when she needed me?” 

Marcus thought that the warrior’s eyes glistened for a moment. But it had to 
be a trick of the light; statues couldn’t cry. 

Tankum clenched his jaw before growling, “You have two choices in life. You 
can spend your time stewing over what you could have done differently and 
beating yourself up for decisions you can’t go back to change. Or you can look 
forward, learn from your mistakes, and keep doing your best.” 

Marcus opened his mouth, but the warrior held up a flat, gray palm. 

“You have the weight of an entire world on your shoulders, lad. You didn’t ask 
for it, but it’s there. And the fact of the matter is, you’ll probably fail. Your 
chances of success were never good, and they’re worse now than ever. If you’re 
going to wallow in guilt over everything you could’a done differently, you might 
as well get used to it. Because this won’t be the last time you have regrets.” 

Marcus collapsed against the wall, his face hot with sweat and anger. The 
backs of his eyelids prickled. “If...” He gasped for breath. “If you think I’m 
going to fail, why did you bother coming to get me?” 

Tankum stopped short of the door at the top of the stairs, where he and Master 
Therapass shared a look Marcus couldn’t read. 

“Not everyone believes you will fail,” the wizard said. “But as Tankum so 
aptly stated, it doesn’t matter what we think. If you’ve already quit, you may as 
well return to your cell.” 

Marcus snapped his head up. “Who said I quit?” 

“Haven’t you?” 

“Of course not,” Riph Raph said, ears waggling furiously. “I know Marcus. 
He’d never give up. Never.” 

The wizard nodded slowly. “Then it’s time to stop acting like a quitter. And 
that means accepting all the help you can get.” 


Marcus swallowed. He’d never been good at accepting help, and he was even 
worse at asking for it. But if that’s what it took to get Kyja back... 

He tucked his staff under his arm and held out one hand. “Could you help me 
up?” 
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“T don’t understand why I have to take a bath,” Marcus called over the screen 
that shielded the brass tub he was soaking in from the rest of the room. “The 
sooner we get to Land Keep, the sooner we can find a way to save Kyja.” 

“For one thing,” the wizard called back, “you smell like a dung heap.” 
Therapass had brought Marcus to a room high in the tower to wash and change 
clothes while Tankum checked on their transportation. “It makes my eyes water 
to be in the same room as you.” 

“He’s right,” Riph Raph said. The skyte perched on the top of the screen, 
looking the other way to give Marcus some privacy. “I wasn’t going to say 
anything, but I’ve smelled three-day-old fish rotting in the sun that weren’t as 
stinky as you.” 

“You haven’t bathed either,” Marcus said, shoving away the magical scrub 
brush that was flying through the air attacking his ears, back, and hair. 

Riph Raph rolled his golden eyes and clucked. “Skytes don’t need baths. We 
are some of the most naturally clean animals in the world.” 

As if hearing his words, the scrub brush ducked under the water and flew 
straight at Riph Raph’s stomach. 

“Stop that,” the skyte yelped. “It tickles.” Dirty gray water streamed from his 
scales as he flew into the air, and the scrub brush stayed right with him, darting 
up under his floppy ears. 

“For another thing,” the wizard said with a chuckle, “it wouldn’t do to have 
the city see you looking like a mud-caked sewer rat.” He reached over the screen 
and draped a freshly cleaned robe across the top. 

Marcus climbed out of the tub, dried off, and began getting dressed. The robe 
was thick wool, with the crest of Terra ne Staric on the front and what looked 
like gold leaves on the collar and sleeves. It seemed way too fancy for a trip to 
Land Keep. “Why do they have to see me anyway? Wouldn’t it be better if we 
snuck out so the Dark Circle doesn’t know what we’re up to?” 

“The Dark Circle has the entire city surrounded,” Master Therapass said. 
“With the largest army of Fallen Ones I have ever seen.” 

The Fallen Ones were undead creatures and humans brought back to life by a 
Summoner. 


Marcus limped around the screen, still barefoot. “They’re here? Since when? 
Why didn’t you tell me?” 

Master Therapass rolled the map he had been studying into a tube, which 
disappeared up the sleeve of his robe. “They arrived the day after Kyja went 
over. Either they had spies in the city, or they have . . . another way of tracking 
what goes on here.” 

“But how are we supposed to get past them?” More than once, Marcus had 
nearly been killed by a Summoner; he had no desire to meet one again if he 
could help it. “That makes sneaking out an even better idea.” 

“T vote for sneaking too,” Riph Raph called from the back of a chair, where he 
was keeping the scrub brush at bay with a volley of small blue fireballs. 

Master Therapass handed Marcus a pair of leather boots embroidered with 
gold thread, then inspected his robe. “Over the last ten days, word of Kyja’s 
‘death’ has spread to all corners of Farworld, along with the fact that you have 
been holed up here inside the tower, planning a rescue.” 

“But I haven’t.” Marcus felt his face flush. “I’ve been sitting in the dungeon 
feeling sorry for myself.” 

“The only person other than Tankum and I who knows that is High Lord 
Broomhead, and we have sworn him to secrecy.” Master Therapass tugged one 
sleeve of Marcus’s robe even, then wrapped a blue and gold scarf around his 
neck. 

“Why?” Marcus asked, sitting down. “Why would you let them think that I 
was doing something I wasn’t?” 

The wizard picked up one of Marcus’s boots. “At this moment, Farworld is on 
the brink of panic. When Kyja brought you here from Earth, most people 
doubted that a boy and girl as young as you two could defeat a group as 
powerful as the Dark Circle. But as they have watched the two of you find and 
gain the help of first the water elementals, then the land elementals, and finally, 
the Aerisians, their trust in the two of you has grown.” 

He pushed the boot until it slid over Marcus’s foot. “When the two of you 
managed to defeat the golems here, and the Summoner in Windshold, people 
discovered a hope they hadn’t felt for years.” 

Marcus ran his hand along his crooked right leg. “We didn’t do it alone.” 

“The two of us know that,” the wizard said, holding up a pair of knobby 
fingers. “But the people see you and Kyja as proof that victory against an evil 
that grows more powerful every day is still possible. At least, they did until—” 

“Kyja drank the poison,” Marcus interrupted. “So they blame me too.” It made 
sense. He’d have done the exact same thing in their position. 

“No!” Master Therapass closed his fist, and everything in the room jumped— 


the screen fell over, the tub splashed water, and Riph Raph leaped from the back 
of his chair. “They don’t blame you,” the wizard said. “They trust you. They 
trust that you will find a way to reach Kyja, and that the two of you will find a 
way to defeat the Dark Circle. That trust is the only thing keeping them from 
panicking. It’s the only thing keeping the Dark Circle from complete victory.” 

Marcus ran his tongue across the front of his teeth. He’d never looked at it that 
way. “I’m... I’m sorry.” 

Master Therapass gripped Marcus’s shoulder. “I don’t need you to be sorry. I 
need you to be brave.” 

Marcus studied the wizard’s face. “Tankum thinks I’ ll fail, doesn’t he?” 

“Tankum looks at the world from the viewpoint of a general. When I sent out 
the stone wizards and warriors, I told them they were looking for any remaining 
Keepers of the Balance. But the truth is that Tankum was scouting the land, 
looking for potential allies in the event we need to raise an army to fight the 
Dark Circle.” 

“Did he find them?” Marcus asked. 

Master Therapass sighed. “We are hopelessly outnumbered. For every soldier 
we recruit, the Dark Circle creates a dozen undead warriors. We’ve managed a 
few victories here and there, but at a cost. When we lose soldiers, they’re gone. 
When the undead are destroyed, the Summoners simply create more. Yes, we 
have the elementals on our side—at least some of them. But it’s not nearly 
enough. ” 

“T have failed,” Marcus whispered. No wonder his body felt like it was falling 
apart. “Everything we did was for nothing.” 

The wizard’s hand tightened on his shoulder. “Never think that. Never. I told 
you that Tankum looks at the conflict as numbers on a field. That’s the only way 
he can see it. War is all he knows. But there’s something more. Something that 
doesn’t show up in a headcount. Outnumbering us the way they do, why do you 
think the Dark Circle hasn’t already attacked?” 

Marcus shook his head and shrugged. 

“Because they’re afraid—afraid of the same thing that gives our people hope.” 
He reached into the sleeve of his robe and pulled out a scroll. 

It was the prophecy that Master Therapass had told him about the first time 
they’d met. Marcus still remembered the words by heart. 

He shall make whole that which was torn asunder. Restore that which was 
lost. And all shall be as one. 

“Tt’s you, Marcus. You are what stands between the people of Farworld and 
oblivion.” 

Marcus didn’t think he’d ever felt more overwhelmed and alone in his life. 


“Do you think Pl fail?” 
The wizard smiled. “As long as you are alive and well, I have hope. Now, let’s 
go to the top of the tower and share that hope with the people of Farworld.” 


3: Misdirection 


By the time they reached the top of the tower, Marcus was grateful for the 


heavy robe and scarf. The late fall air, which had been cool only a week earlier, 
was freezing now, and the thick, icy fog found every inch of his exposed flesh. 

Tankum stood at the top of the tower next to Breslik Broomhead. As Marcus 
approached them, a giant face, which looked like a dragon made completely of 
ice, peeked out of the fog. 

“Zethar,” Marcus called with a grin. He should have realized that the frost 
pinnois would be their transportation to Land Keep. 

The ice creature, who was normally as talkative as Riph Raph, nodded silently 
and winked. 

As Marcus started forward to climb onto the frost pinnois’ back, Tankum 
motioned him toward the tower wall, where Master Therapass was standing. A 
small section of fog rolled away, and a roar arose from ground below. Marcus 
leaned over to see a huge crowd gathered at the base of the tower. Despite the 
cold, the entire population of Terra ne Staric appeared to be down there waving 
flags, scarves, coats, and even a few babies. 

“What’s that all about?” Marcus asked. 

“They’re here for you,” the wizard said. He had to be joking, but there wasn’t 
a trace of humor on his face. “Are you going to say something?” 

“Like what?” Marcus stared at him, completely stupefied. 

“TIl handle this,” Riph Raph said. He swooped out over the crowd. “Thanks 
for coming, everyone. I hope there’s refreshments!” 

The people below roared with laughter, and one of them shouted. “How about 
a fresh fish?” 

“Remember what I said about hope?” the wizard whispered, raising an 
eyebrow. 

Marcus called Riph Raph back and moved to the edge of the wall. His whole 
body shook, only partly from the cold. He cleared his throat twice. 

“I, um...” He glanced at Master Therapass, but the wizard seemed to be 
studying the fields outside the city. “I really . . . um, thanks for coming.” 

“Down with the Dark Circle!” a woman shouted. 


“Right,” Marcus said, feeling a little more confident. “We’re totally taking 
down the Dark Circle.” The people below howled with pleasure. “And we’re 
going to get Kyja back.” The roar of the crowd was deafening even from the top 
of the tower. 

“Do you still think they blame you?” Master Therapass whispered, a half- 
smile on his wrinkled face. 

Marcus shook his head. He hoped he wouldn’t let everyone down. “Okay, so 
thanks for your support, and Pll see you soon.” He thought he sounded totally 
lame, but no one seemed to mind. When he waved, they all waved back and 
cheered. 

As he stepped away from the wall, he noticed Tankum had his swords out. 
Master Therapass was gripping his staff tightly. The wizard looked at the warrior 
and raised a bushy white eyebrow. 

“All set?” Tankum called. 

“Everything is ready,” answered a male voice from somewhere in the mist. 

“Who is that?” Marcus asked. The voice sounded so familiar, but he couldn’t 
quite place it. 

Therapass looked at Tankum and nodded. Marcus started toward Zhethar, but 
froze when he saw a figure wearing his exact same robe and scarf, clinging to 
the creature’s back. The frost pinnois flapped its wings and burst forward over 
the side of the tower. Zhethar soared above the crowd before banking gracefully 
left toward the open field Master Therapass had been studying. 

“What’s going on?” Marcus asked. He started toward the wall again, but 
Tankum reached out and pulled him into the fog. “Who is on Zhethar’s back?” 
Marcus demanded. “And why—” 

His words cut off as a huge red shape exploded out of a distant grove of trees 
and headed straight for Zethar. Marcus barely had time to register that it was a 
Summoner before a jet of flame hit the frost pinnois dead on. Zhethar shattered 
into a million shards of ice, and the figure on its back burst into flames before 
plummeting toward the ground. 

“No!” Marcus screamed struggling to escape Tankum’s grip. Had they known 
this would happen? 

“Now,” the warrior called, waving a sword over his head. 

Dozens of air elementals burst through the fog mounted on their strange 
seahorse-looking creatures. At the same time, Master Therapass raised his staff 
and shot bolts of ice at the Summoner. Outnumbered, the winged monster turned 
in retreat. 

At the same time, three more frost pinnois rose out of the fog, heading in 
different directions. Each of them had a robed figure on its back. Marcus pulled 


his silver wand from his belt, but before he could use it, a hand took him by the 
sleeve. 

“This way,” said the familiar voice. Marcus turned to find a blue face looking 
at him through the fog. 

“Cascade?” Marcus asked. 

The water elemental tilted his head as though wondering who else he might 
be, before nodding. “It is I.” He led them through the mist until Marcus touched 
ice-cold scales. 

“A pleasure to be seeing you again,” said a second frost pinnois. “Climb 
aboard.” 

“Zhethar?” Marcus asked, as Cascade helped him onto the creature’s blanket- 
covered back. “But then who... ?” 

“Tt was water magic,” Cascade said. “We made a dummy pinnois to deceive 
the Dark Circle.” 

Zethar flicked his tail with a sound of chattering icicles. “Did you really think 
I’d let myself be fried by that lizard in snake’s clothing?” 

Marcus shook his head, thoroughly confused. “And the person on his back 
was... ?” 

Mist, the water elemental who controlled fog and clouds, appeared from 
behind the frost pinnois, a haze of sparkling light hovering over her. “More 
water magic.” She pointed toward Zhethar. “I can give you some cover, but for 
your best chance of success you must leave now.” 

“Where are Master Therapass and Tankum?” Marcus asked. “We’re going to 
Land Keep.” He tried to look for them, but it was impossible to see anything 
through the fog, which was growing thicker by the minute. 

“No time to explain,” Cascade said. 

The frost pinnois spread his massive wings as Marcus climbed onto the thick 
blankets strapped to his back. 

“Riph Raph!” Marcus called. The skyte flew through the fog, tumbling head- 
first into the blankets. 

Before Marcus could ask another word, Zhethar launched himself into the air, 
forcing Marcus and Riph Raph to burrow under the covers or risk frostbite. 

Marcus had no idea how long he and Riph Raph rode on the frost pinnois’ 
back. Every time he pulled down the blankets to see where they were, he found 
himself buffeted by thick, gray clouds, which quickly formed ice crystals on his 
nose and cheeks. 

Where were they going? And why hadn’t Therapass come with them? 
Trapped in the dark, he kept replaying the scene on the tower—the cheers of the 
crowd, which had turned to screams as the Summoner rose, dragon-like, into the 


air and blasted the decoy Cascade and the other Fontasians had created. 

Master Therapass and Tankum must have known about the plan, or at least 
suspected it. So why hadn’t they warned him? Why had they tried the escape so 
publicly, instead of sneaking out like he’d suggested? No matter how many 
angles he considered, the situation didn’t make any sense. 

Riph Raph was no help either. After the first time Marcus peeled back the 
blankets to look around, only to discover it was impossible to see where they 
were, the skyte had curled up, tail wrapped around himself, and was soon 
snoring. 

Marcus worried about whether Therapass and Tankum were safe—whether 
they had managed to fight off the Summoner. Even if they had, the terrifying 
creature might still be chasing after him and Riph Raph at this very moment. 

A million possibilities raced through his head, but eventually, the steady up 
and down of the frost pinnois’ wings, the rushing whoosh of the air outside, and 
the warmth of the thick blankets rocked him into a terrifying dream in which 
Kyja was slipping over the edge of a cliff. No matter what he did, he couldn’t 
quite reach her. 

It wasn’t until something nipped the tip of his nose that he realized he’d fallen 
asleep. “Wake up,” Riph Raph hissed. “I think we’ve landed.” 

Marcus sat up, trying to worm his way out of the blankets. “Where are we?” 

“No idea,” the skyte said. “I was going to check, but...” 

“You were scared.” Marcus flung the blankets off him with a grunt and 
blinked at the bright sunlight which had replaced the fog. 

“T wasn’t scared,” Riph Raph said, peeking around Marcus’s shoulder. “I was 
cautious. A careful skyte is a live skyte.” 

As his eyes adjusted to the sunlight, Marcus looked around to see they had 
landed in a narrow mountain pass. The air was a little warmer than it had been at 
the tower, but he couldn’t tell if that was because they were finally out of the 
fog, or if they had flown south. They’d landed in a grassy meadow, but the trees 
on both sides of them were filled with colored leaves, so it had to still be fall. 

“This isn’t Land Keep,” he said. “Where are we?” 

Zhethar looked back, blinked his big silver eyes, and yawned. “Somewhere in 
the mountains, would be my guess.” 

“Your guess?” Marcus leaped out of the blankets and clambered over the side 
of the pinnois before realizing he was still twenty feet above the ground. He tried 
to catch himself, but the icy scales were too slippery. 

“Look out!” Riph Raph called, yanking at his robe. But it was too late. 
Wheeling his good arm, Marcus slid off the creature’s back and would have 
taken a bad fall if Zhethar hadn’t put out a wing to catch him. 


The frost pinnois had probably saved him a broken bone or two, at the very 
least, but Marcus was still angry. He glared at Zhethar. “I want to know where 
we are, why we’re here, and where Master Therapass is. Then I want you to take 
us straight to Land Keep.” 

Zhethar lowered his wing until Marcus could reach the ground. “Under less, 
shall we say, demanding circumstances, I would be extraordinarily offended by 
your lack of gratitude, considering that I have now saved your life twice.” 

“I’m sorry,” Marcus grumbled, balling his fists. 

The frost pinnois waited. 

Riph Raph leaned toward Marcus. “I think he wants you to say thank you.” 

Marcus sucked in a frustrated breath. “I know what he wants.” He turned back 
to Zhethar, trying to keep his temper. “Thank you for saving our lives. And thank 
you for bringing us here—wherever here is. Now, will you please tell me where 
we are?” 

Zhethar gave him a big grin, his icy-blue fangs flashing in the sun. “See? Isn’t 
conversation much more pleasant when we speak civilly to one another?” 

Marcus stomped. 

“Unfortunately,” the frost pinnois continued, “I am under strict orders not to 
tell anyone where I have brought you. In fact, as soon as I leave, I will forget I 
was here. It’s a shame; this looks like a very nice place—shady trees, babbling 
brook, green grass.” With that, he flapped his wings and rose into the air, turning 
toward a thick bank of clouds. 

“Wait!” Marcus yelled, leaning on his staff. “You can’t leave us here. What 
are we supposed to? Where are we supposed to go?” 

“Your ride awaits,” the pinnois called back, growing smaller and smaller as he 
flew farther away. 

“Ride?” Marcus yelled. “What ride?” He heard a snort behind him and turned 
to see a gray and white horse trotting in his direction. 

The horse shook its thick mane and asked, “What is long, brown, and sticky?” 

When neither Marcus nor Riph Raph answered, the stallion pulled back its 
lips, baring its large teeth in what looked like a grin, and said, “A stick.” 


4: Jokes and Illusions 


Ciinging to the reins and saddle horn with his good hand, Marcus shook his 


head. “This is so dumb.” 

The horse he was riding looked back at him, champed at the bit in his mouth, 
and asked, “What did the little tree say to the big tree?” 

“T don’t care,” Marcus growled. “I want to know where we’re going.” At first 
he’d been excited to discover that the stallion was Chance, the horse he and Kyja 
had ridden to the Westland Woods when they’d first met. It was good to know 
that Chance had made it home safely. But then Marcus remembered that while 
the horse could talk, all he did was tell dumb jokes. 

If Chance understood Marcus’s words, he didn’t seem to care. “The little tree 
said, ‘Leaf me alone,’” he said, answering his own question. 

Marcus had been riding for over an hour, and his legs and rear were aching. 
“How do we know we’re going in the right direction?” 

Riph Raph, who had been staring at the quietly burbling creek on their left— 
no doubt imagining all of the tasty fish in it—waggled his ears. “You could try 
going another way.” 

“That doesn’t seem to be an option.” Marcus pulled the reins as hard to the 
right as he could. He might as well have been pulling on a brick wall. Chance 
kept walking straight up the valley, the same way he’d been going since Marcus 
had climbed onto his back—all the while cracking his dumb jokes. 

“What does a storm cloud wear under its clothes?” 

“Thunderwear,” Marcus said, gritting his teeth. “That joke was old when I was 
a little kid.” 

“Thunderwear,” Chance agreed. The stallion paused briefly to go to the 
bathroom, then continued up the mountain pass, which was growing narrower 
the farther they went. 

Trying to ignore the constant stream of jokes, Marcus studied the passing 
scenery. “Have you noticed anything strange about the air?” 

Riph Raph tore his gaze from the stream and sniffed. “Smells kind of like 
horse poop.” 

“Not that.” Marcus glanced at the trees to his right. “Up close, everything 


looks clear.” 

Riph Raph squinted before nodding. “It even looks clearer to my eyes, and 
Skytes have the greatest eyesight in the animal kingdom. Better than—” 

“Now look behind us,” Marcus said, cutting him off. “See how it’s all hazy?” 

Riph Raph peered down the way they’d come. “Maybe there’s smoke in the 
valley?” 

Marcus nodded. “That’s what I thought at first. But the same thing happens if 
you look forward or straight up. The farther away things are, the more they get 
this weird kind of blurry look. Also, I’ve felt a strange tingling ever since we got 
here, like the hairs on my arms are standing up.” 

“Maybe you’re sick,” Riph Raph said. “I told you to stay under the blankets.” 

“That’s not it.” Marcus ran his fingers over the tip of his wand. “It’s very 
subtle, but I think I’m sensing someone around here using air magic. It’s like 
they’re trying to hide something from us.” 

Riph Raph switched his tail back and forth like a cat preparing to pounce. “PIH 
fly around and take a look.” 

“Yeah, okay.” 

Riph Raph loosened his grip on Marcus’s shoulder and raised his wings. But 
before he could take flight, Marcus reached up and grabbed one of his legs. 
“Wait. Maybe that isn’t a good idea.” He looked around, still feeling the strange 
tingling sensation running over his skin. 

“What is it?” Riph Raph whispered. “Do you see something?” 

Marcus pulled his wand from his belt. “No. But I have an idea. What if 
whoever is using air magic isn’t hiding something from us, but is hiding us from 
something or someone?” He reached over to scratch Riph Raph’s back. “If that’s 
true, and you fly past the protective field, you could be putting us in danger. Or . 
. . if what I’m thinking is right, you may be able to fly away just fine, but when 
you turn around, you might not be able to find your way back.” 

“You think someone is trying to keep us hidden?” Riph Raph asked. “Who?” 

“The question isn’t who is hiding us,” Marcus said. “But who are they hiding 
us from?” He could think of only one possibility. “The Dark Circle.” 

That made even more sense when he considered Zhethar’s comments. Marcus 
had thought that the frost pinnois had been trying to keep from telling where 
they really were. But now Marcus was beginning to believe that Zhethar had not 
only been told to forget where he had gone, but that maybe magic had been used 
on him too—to erase his memory. 

If that was the case, then someone had been planning on sending them here all 
along. And unless he was mistaken, that someone could only be the wizard. 

“Do you think Master Therapass would intentionally lie to us?” He was 


talking mostly to himself, but Riph Raph nodded so vigorously, his ears flapped 
up and down like wings. 

“T say, never trust anyone who can turn into a wolf. Especially a wolf with 
sharp teeth that could eat a skyte in one mouthful.” 

“But why would he lie to us?” Marcus asked. The answer came to him before 
the words had left his mouth. “He wanted to get us out of the dungeon.” 

So this was what, a trick? What about Land Keep? Something was going on 
that he didn’t understand, and he now wished that he’d asked more questions 
instead of jumping as soon as the wizard had mentioned finding Kyja. But time 
was running out, and sitting in the dungeon wouldn’t get them any closer to 
bringing her back. 

“Look at that,” Riph Raph said, staring straight ahead. 

Startled out of his thoughts, Marcus glanced up the hill. Not a hundred yards 
away, the sides of the canyon, which had been drawing closer and closer 
together, met completely in a high, stone wall—a dead end. Running straight 
down the center of the cliff was a huge waterfall. 

“Very pretty,” Riph Raph said. “What do you want to do next? How about a 
picnic?” 

Why would Master Therapass send them all the way here to see a waterfall? 
As they approached the falls, Marcus kept waiting for Chance to turn around. 
But the stallion walked straight toward the water. Soon they were close enough 
that he could feel cold mist on his face. 

Marcus stared at the waterfall. Something wasn’t right. All at once the narrow 
walls of the canyon began to feel like a trap. He yanked the reins, doing his best 
to get the horse to turn away from the falls. But Chance kept plodding straight 
forward, as if it were the most natural thing in the world for a horse to walk into 
a waterfall. 

“No offense,” Riph Raph said as Chance stepped into the pool at the base of 
the pounding water, “but skytes do not swim. We don’t even like to bathe. It’s 
one of those things—fire, and water, water and—” 

They were almost to the falls now, and it was next to impossible to hear Riph 
Raph. The roar of the water was so loud that— 

“That’s it!” Marcus yelled. “The sound of the water! We should have been 
able to hear a waterfall this big for miles. But we didn’t notice it until we were 
nearly on top of it.” And how could a waterfall this big fill only a babbling brook 
that ran down the canyon? 

“I. Have. No. Idea. What. You’re. Saying,” Riph Raph wailed. “But I’m not 
going into that.” Riph Raph tried to fly away, but Marcus caught him. 

“Hang on,” he shouted, tucking the skyte under his arm. “I don’t think—” 


Then they were entering the waterfall. Marcus ducked, bracing himself for the 
pounding water, but it never came. One moment they were walking through a 
pool that nearly reached the horse’s belly, and the next, they were in the middle 
of a grassy meadow. 

“Don’t let me drown,” Riph Raph squawked before opening his eyes. He 
blinked twice and craned his neck. “Where’d the water go?” 

Marcus looked behind him. The pool and waterfall were gone. The sound and 
mist had disappeared too. It had all been a trick. In place of the waterfall was 
only a narrow entrance and a couple of stone pillars. 

“That was funny.” A little girl’s voice giggled, and Marcus turned to find 
Morning Dew grinning up at him. The Fontasian’s long, green hair flowed over 
her shoulders like strands of seaweed. Cascade, Mist, and Rain Drop were there 
was well. 

“A particularly effective illusion,” Cascade said, with his usual serious 
expression. 

“Don’t get all big-headed on us,” said a swirl of brightly colored birds that 
could only be Divum, one of the two air elementals Marcus and Kyja had met in 
Air Keep. “After all, it was only water. I could have made it look like falling 
diamonds or frogs, or tinkling silver bells.” 

Cascade wrinkled his forehead. “And how would falling silver bells have 
created an effective cloak for the entrance?” 

“T didn’t say it would have been effective,” Divum said with a laugh, which 
sent the tiny birds fluttering. “But it certainly would have been amusing. I’d 
have given anything to see the look on their faces when they discovered the 
canyon ended in a wall of bells.” 

A shadow dropped over the two of them, and Marcus looked up in time to see 
a huge creature land softly to his right. It was half boar and half fox, with wings 
like the world’s biggest butterfly 

“T find your sense of humor to be more than a little warped,” the fox said. 

“On the other hand,” said, the boar, “I don’t know that I could stand living 
with the complete lack of humor the Fontasian displays.” 

Marcus nearly jumped off Chance’s saddle with excitement. “Lanctrus- 
Darnoc! I was afraid I’d never see you two again. What happened in the cave of 
the Unmakers?” 

“Tt’s a story we will tell you all about,” the fox and boar said at the same time. 

Marcus couldn’t believe it—all of the elementals were back together. “I 
thought you elementals didn’t—” 

“Get along?” finished a familiar voice. “Trust me; they don’t. They’ve been 
bickering ever since they arrived.” 


It took Marcus a moment to make out the long-haired man standing in the 
shade of a nearby tree, but when he did, he scrambled off Chance’s back and 
nearly fell as he threw his arms around the tall man. “Graehl! When you didn’t 
come back from the Windlash Mountains, I thought something must have .. .” 
He pressed his lips together, unable to say anything more. 

They were all back together—and safe. If only Kyja could see this. At the 
thought of her, he remembered why he was there and looked quickly around. 
“Where are Master Therapass and Tankum? We’re supposed to be going to Land 
Keep. We need to find a way to bring—” 

All at once, he remembered that Graehl had left before Kyja . . . Marcus 
dropped his head. “I have to tell you something.” 

“T know,” Graehl said, hugging Marcus tightly against his chest. “I heard all 
about it. I also heard it wasn’t your fault.” He waited for Marcus to catch his 
breath before holding him at arm’s length and looking into his eyes. “There’s a 
lot we must tell you. Therapass and Tankum should be here soon. But first, let’s 
get you fed.” He nodded toward the passage Marcus had come through. 
“Besides, the guards get nervous when we stand too close to the entrance.” 

Marcus turned to follow Graehl’s gaze and realized that what he had taken for 
stone pillars were actually living statues of warriors. Each of them held his 
weapons at the ready as though prepared for an imminent attack. 


5: A Strange Warning 


Marcus hadn’t realized how hungry he was until he smelled meat and 


vegetables bubbling in the big stone pot and watched Graehl dish up steaming 
piles of boiled potatoes and baby peas with onions. Whipping up a meal with 
magic would be quicker, but even the best spells couldn’t quite match the smell 
of freshly cooked food. 

Maybe it was the fact that he hadn’t eaten anything but prison food for two 
weeks. Maybe it was that he’d exercised more today than in the last ten days 
combined. Or maybe it was the fresh mountain air. Whatever it was, he ate two 
helpings of potatoes, three big piles of peas, and two helpings of meat, soaking 
up the last of the gravy with his fourth piece of bread. 

Even Riph Raph appeared impressed. “My stomach hurts just watching you 
eat,” he said, spearing a pea with one talon. 

Graehl rocked back in his chair, carving a stick into what looked like a flute, 
and watched them eat. 

When Marcus finally felt like he couldn’t eat another bite, he leaned against 
the log wall of the cabin pulled his bad leg onto the bench, and took a deep 
breath. “How long has this place been here?” 

The valley had nine log buildings, a fresh-water spring, and was surrounded 
on all sides by steep rock cliffs. It clearly wasn’t something that had been set up 
recently. 

Graehl stabbed the knife he’d been carving with into the table and shrugged. 
“No idea. I didn’t know it was here myself until Therapass gave me directions a 
week ago.” 

“A week?” Marcus sat up. “You’ve been here that long?” 

“More or less. The elementals were already setting up the protections when I 
arrived. It’s some pretty impressive magic. From above, all of this looks like 
nothing but a bunch of forest. As you saw yourself, even if you walk right up to 
it, you don’t see anything but a waterfall. By the time you’re that close, the 
guards are aware of your approach. It would be all but impossible to attack 
unless you knew exactly where you were going.” 

Master Therapass must have started his plans to bring Marcus only a few days 
after Kyja’s funeral. Had he known then that Kyja wouldn’t be able to pull 


Marcus over? Graehl fiddled with something in his pocket and Marcus thought 
he saw a flash of gold. 

“What’s that?” he asked. 

Graehl looked down and chuckled. “A good luck charm,” he said, shoving the 
item back into his pants pocket. “We can use all the good luck we can get.” 

“So what’s the plan?” Marcus asked. “Master Therapass must have told you 
something.” 

“Actually, he didn’t. Between you and me, I’ve never seen the wizard so 
secretive. I’d like to know what he’s up to myself.” 

Marcus couldn’t wait until Therapass and Tankum arrived. They had a lot of 
questions to answer. He noticed a fresh scar on the back of Graehl’s hand. “Did 
you get that exploring the Windlash Mountains?” 

Graehl’s eyes darkened as he flexed his fist open and closed. “It was terrible.” 

“Tell me about it,” Marcus said, leaning forward. “I mean, unless it’s too 
painful. Or a secret.” 

“Tt’s no secret. But it is painful.” Outside, the sun had almost completely 
disappeared behind the high cliffs. Graehl waved his wand, increasing the size of 
the fire in the stone fireplace and turning the flames from orange and red to a 
flickering blue green, which gave his face an almost sickly color. Graehl stared 
into the dancing colors and lines cut deep into the sides of his face. Marcus 
realized for the first time how much weight the man had lost and how old he 
looked. 

“You don’t have to tell me,” Marcus said. 

Graehl pulled his blade from the table and went back to carving. “The one 
thing Master Therapass did say is that we need to tell you as much as we can 
before he gets here. He gave us all a list. To prepare you.” 

“Prepare me for what?” 

“He didn’t say.” Graehl feathered a long strip of wood from his carving and 
flicked it into the fire. “I took twenty men with me into the mountains. Therapass 
had this idea that there was something we’d missed in or near the Unmakers 
cavern. He didn’t say what it was, only that he thought it might be important to 
the Dark Circle. 

“Frankly, I didn’t expect to find anything. I’d been through those caves more 
than anyone. Other than those disgusting creatures and their cages—but you 
know about those.” 

Marcus shivered. He and Kyja had nearly died in the Unmakers’ caverns. 
He’d never experienced worse pain than when the nearly invisible creatures fed 
on him, sucking out his emotions. 

Graehl turned the carving in his hands and grimaced. “Maybe I should have 


asked more questions before I left. Maybe I should have gone alone—done 
reconnaissance. But I was so sure I wouldn’t find anything. We walked straight 
into an ambush.” 

Marcus remembered the vision the air elementals had shown him and Kyja. 
“Tt was the creatures, wasn’t it? The things that looked like an octopus with 
wings.” 

“Don’t know what an octopus is. But they had wings, all right. And ten legs 
with poisonous stingers all up and down each one. And magic so powerful, they 
could rip open the mountains themselves.” 

Marcus didn’t want to ask the question, but he had to know. “How many of 
your men?” 

“Lost?” Graehl stared into the fire. “How many of my men did I lose? Fathers, 
sons, brothers, husbands.” 

Marcus opened his mouth to tell Graehl he didn’t need to go on. He knew the 
answer. 

“All twenty of them.” Graehl took a deep breath and tried to smile, but it came 
out looking like a snarl, a diagonal scar of pain across his face. “The worst part 
is, I don’t know what they died for. But there was something up there; why else 
would they have protected it like that? And where did those monsters come 
from? I’ve never seen anything like them.” 

“How did you get away?” Marcus asked. 

Graehl dropped his eyes. “I hid. Ran. Starved. Honestly, I’m not sure how I 
survived.” 

That made sense. What else could he have done? So why did Marcus have the 
feeling that Graehl wasn’t telling the whole truth? 

“Go talk to the Land Elementals,” Graehl said, sounding more like himself. 
“They can probably tell you more. They got farther than I did.” 

“Sure.” Marcus pushed his plate away. “You’ll let me know when Master 
Therapass gets here?” 

“Of course.” Graehl stood. “In the meantime, you and Riph Raph are bunking 
in the northernmost cabin. Up on the little rise by the trees.” 

When Marcus stepped outside, he was surprised to see how dark it had grown. 
Although it wasn’t that late, the walls acted as a natural barrier. Looking up into 
the sky was like looking up from the bottom of a well. Despite the protective 
spells around the settlement, the deep black sky was filled with thousands of 
pinprick stars. 

Standing with his arms folded across his chest, staring up into the darkness, he 
tried to imagine what Kyja was seeing right now. Not stars—of that much he was 
sure. Was she alone? Afraid? Hurt? The idea that she might need him made him 


crazy. Why wasn’t she able to pull him over? What could be in Fire Keep that 
would stop her from reaching out to him? 

“We have to find her,” Riph Raph said from a nearby tree branch. 

“If I knew how to, I’d be there now,” Marcus said. 

Time was running out. He could feel it. For Kyja. For Farworld. For himself. 
No one had brought it up yet, but he couldn’t stay in Farworld much longer 
without jumping back to Earth. Even with Master Therapass’s potion, he could 
feel his body starting to sicken. 

If Kyja didn’t get back, if she couldn’t jump him back to Earth, he’d be dead 
in a less than a week. 

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s go check out our room.” As they walked up the 
small rise toward the northernmost cabin, they passed at least a dozen guards. 
Most of them were stone warriors and wizards, but a few were soldiers he 
thought he recognized from Terra ne Staric. 

Riph Raph flapped ahead of him. “If it’s a bunk bed, I get the top. Skytes 
don’t sleep well in bottom bunks. They give us claustrophobia.” 

Marcus chuckled. “That’s fine. But if you wet the bed and it leaks on me, I’m 
making you sleep outside.” 

“Wet the bed?” Riph Raph glared at him. “Skytes do not wet the bed. It’s so 
unsanitary.” 

“That’s not what Kyja said,” Marcus teased. It had been too long since he and 
Riph Raph had really gone after each other, and he kind of missed the rivalry. 

“She did not,” Riph Raph squawked. “She would never.” He flew up to the 
cabin door and glanced back with a scandalized look on his little blue face. “She 
didn’t, did she?” 

Marcus tried to hide a smile. “I’m not sure. I’ll try to remember.” He pushed 
open the door. Sure enough, half of the small room was occupied by an old bunk 
bed with sagging mattresses. 

Riph Raph flew straight to the top bunk. “I’m not saying anything like that 
ever happened. But if it did, it would have been because I had a very bad bladder 
infection. Skytes are prone to bladder infections.” 

“Uh-huh.” Marcus checked the drawers of the small dresser. Inside lay a 
number of robes—all his size—plus socks and underwear. Someone had not 
only been expecting him, but from the look of it they were also expecting him to 
stay several days. He clenched his jaw. He’d wasted enough time in the dungeon. 
He wouldn’t spend more time hiding here while Kyja was trapped in Fire Keep. 

Dropping onto his bed, he noticed something beneath the corner of the pillow. 
Pulling it out, he discovered a small, plain piece of paper. The paper was blank. 
He tumed it over, but there was nothing on the back side, either. He nearly threw 


it away, when he noticed a red line on the front, where his thumb had been when 
he’d picked it up. 

Squinting at the paper, he touched his finger to the line. Immediately a second 
line appeared, curved and connected to the first one at the top and bottom. A 
letter D. 

He slid his finger to the right and more letters appeared as he touched them. O 
—N—’—T. 

Dont. 

Quickly he ran his fingers across the rest of the page, and a message appeared 
as though written in magic ink. 

Don * trust the wizard. 

He’s not telling you everything. 

Marcus touched the rest of the paper to see if there was more. But that was it; 
there was no signature. He flipped it over and tried the back. Nothing there, 
either. 

As he was trying to think what the message might mean and who had left it, 
the paper began to darken, first to brown, then black. The words disappeared, 
and a second later, the entire note turned to ash and crumbled in his hand. 

Don’t trust the wizard? What was that supposed to mean? It almost had to be 
referring to Master Therapass. What other wizard could it be? But who would 
tell him not to trust Master Therapass—and why? 

He thought about telling Riph Raph but decided to keep the note a secret for 
now. He had no idea who’d written it or what their motivations were, and until 
he did, there was no point in getting the skyte all worked up. 

Marcus turned off the lamp by the side of his bed and closed his eyes, but it 
was a long time before he finally drifted off. When he did, his sleep was filled 
with confusing and stressful dreams. 


6: Training 


Marcus woke to a steady banging on his front door. He vaulted out of bed, 


shouting, “Master Therapass!” before he was completely awake. 

But when he threw open the door, no one was there. It was still dark outside, 
where a cluster of stars shined so brightly that it looked like he could almost 
touch them. He stepped through the door and looked around. 

“Master Therapass?” 

The stars moved, and he rubbed his eyes. They weren’t stars at all, but 
brightly glowing insects. Sort of like the fireflies he and Kyja had seen in the 
Midwest, except much brighter—like electric diamonds. As he watched, the 
insects changed color from white to red to purple to orange. They danced though 
the chilly air in a ballet of ever-changing geometric shapes. 

As Marcus reached for the insects, they swirled away, forming themselves into 
a face. A female voice laughed. “No touching. Only looking.” 

“Divum?” Marcus said, backing up a step. “What are you doing here? 
Where’s Master Therapass?” 

The glowing insects disappeared, replaced by the air elemental, now made of 
leaves, flowers, and what looked like silver smoke. “He hasn’t arrived yet. But I 
was instructed to begin your lessons this morning. The first thing you need to 
know is that air magic is the most powerful of all the magics. And the most 
difficult to master.” 

“Hang on a second.” Marcus ran his hands through the top of his hair. “You’re 
here to teach me magic? It’s not light yet.” 

Divum giggled. “The sun is up. You just can’t see it.” The leaves and flowers 
changed into what looked like a bunch of squirming red pieces of spaghetti. 
“Besides, the worm that rises earliest avoids the bird’s beak.” 

Marcus had never heard the saying put that way before and wasn’t entirely 
sure it made sense. But he was awake now, so he figured he might as well see 
what the Aerisian wanted to teach him. “Okay. Let me have it. What’s so great 
about air magic?” 

Riph Raph, who had made his way sleepily out the door, eyed the juicy worms 
with suddenly bright eyes. “Breakfast!” But as he started toward the worms, part 


of them broke off and morphed into a spiked wooden club. Without warning, the 
club swung toward Marcus. 

“Hey!” he yelled, ducking out of the way. Without his staff to lean on, his feet 
slipped out from under him on the dew-covered grass, and he slammed to the 
ground. 

“You must do better than that, or the land elementals will have to teach you 
how to use magic to put your teeth back in,” Divum called. The sweetness of her 
voice was offset by the club circling around and swinging at Marcus’s face. 

Panicked, he managed at the last minute to deflect the club with a blast of air. 
“Geez!” he howled. “You could give me a little warning.” 

“There is no warning in battle,” Divum sang. 

The club swung again, but this time Marcus was ready. Waiting until the 
spikes were inches from his face, he attacked the club with another blast. This 
time, instead of simply deflecting it with a single flow of air, he grabbed the air 
inside the wood itself and yanked in all directions. The club exploded into 
thousands of tiny splinters. 

“How do you like that?” he said, pushing himself to his knees and doing a 
little victory dance with his arms. 

Riph Raph bobbed his head in time with Marcus’s dance. “Oh, yeah. Oh, 
yeah. You want any more?” 

“Better,” Divum said. “As long as people use only wooden weapons, you’ |] be 
fine. Let’s see how you do with something a bit more difficult.” With a flash of 
light, the club pieces turned into a shining metal blade. 

Over the next hour, Marcus fought against a sword, two swords in unison, a 
spear, arrows, and a throwing axe. Each weapon required a different kind of spell 
to be defeated. By the time he’d driven the axe so deeply into a nearby tree that 
even Divum couldn’t pull it out, he was covered with sweat and bleeding from 
scores of nicks and cuts. The morning air, which had felt cold when he first 
woke up, was a relief to his burning skin. 

“Can we take a break for a few minutes?” he gasped. “I think I can handle 
whatever you throw at me.” 

“Of course,” Divum said, returning to what seemed to be her natural form, 
which looked mostly like a normal woman if you didn’t pay attention to the fact 
that she was made of leaves, rocks, flowers, sticks, and anything else that might 
be handy. She lay back on the ground, watching the sky, which was quickly 
turning from purple to orange as the sun peeked above the cliffs surrounding the 
valley. 

“Do you have any idea why Master Therapass is having me learn all this?” 
Marcus asked. He watched the Aerisian carefully, thinking about the note. 


“T would assume he’d like to keep you from being chopped to pieces.” Divum 
laughed. “That, or he knew how much I’d enjoy throwing swords at you. It’s not 
as much fun as, say, teeth made of ice. But it suffices to keep me amused.” 

“Haha.” Marcus groaned, remembering how close he and Kyja had come to 
being killed by the Frost Bite. “But seriously, don’t you think this seems like a 
waste of time with Kyja still somewhere in Fire Keep? Maybe Master Therapass, 
has—I don’t know—some other plan he isn’t telling us about?” 

If Divum had written the note, she didn’t take the bait. Instead, she sat up and 
stared at him. “Knowing how to protect yourself, and others, is never a waste of 
time.” 

Marcus shook his head. “How about if you tell me what you know about Fire 
Keep? I can protect myself fine.” 

“Can you?” 

Divum did something to the air that Marcus couldn’t make out. He looked 
around for another weapon, but there was nothing in sight, which was a relief. 
Marcus leaned over, trying to catch his breath. “Yeah. I mean.. .” 

The Aerisian stood, and a pair of small, gold blades flashed between her 
fingers. For some reason, as Marcus stared at the blades, a cold ball filled his 
stomach. As she walked toward him, he tried to cast a flow of air to push away 
the weapons, but stopping the Aerisian seemed nearly impossible. Had he really 
believed he could protect himself? Compared to the air elemental, he was 
nothing—a baby crying in his mother’s arms. 

Terror filled Marcus’s mind as Divum walked slowly toward him. The blades 
were so small. But what if they were really sharp—like razors? Or poisonous? 
He tried one last time to summon an air spell as the realization came to him that 
Divum must not be on his side at all. She’d joined the Dark Circle, just like 
Calem. But he couldn’t seem to focus. His skin, which had been burning up 
before, was ice. 

The Aerisian knelt before him, her eyes glittering, her smile wide. She placed 
the blades against the sides of his neck, and Marcus knew he was about to die. 

“One thing you might not know about air magic,” she whispered, caressing 
the sides of his neck with her blades, “is that it can also control emotions. A 
strong enough spell can change the morale of an entire army. Would you like to 
learn how?” 

All at once, his fear was gone—along with his doubts about Divum’s being on 
his side. With the sleeve of his robe, he wiped a sheen of perspiration from his 
forehead then nodded. “Yeah, that would probably come in handy.” 

For the remainder of the morning, Marcus continued to practice air magic 
with Divum. Influencing emotions was much harder than blocking weapons, 


requiring a more subtle use of air that was more art than science. He couldn’t 
control Divum’s emotions at all, but he did manage to convince a soldier that he 
was hungry. And he made Riph Raph so giddy, the skyte got hiccups from 
laughing. 

The air magic he mastered the quickest was extinguishing flames. The biggest 
fire could be put out easily by cutting off its oxygen. He wondered if he could 
use the skill to offset a Summoner’s fire breath. 

At some point, Riph Raph brought him his staff. By the time Graehl showed 
up with fruit, cheese, and sliced meat, Marcus was exhausted. He collapsed by a 
small stream, eyeing the food like a lion studying a grazing antelope. 

“How goes the magic?” Graehl asked as Marcus piled several slices of beef 
and cheese on a piece of bread. 

“Divum is a great teacher,” Marcus said around a mouthful of food. “Even if 
she does seem to take a little too much enjoyment from my mistakes.” 

Divum chimed—she was now a series of small brass cymbals—and smiled. 
“What can I say? Humans are amusing.” 

“She’s right,” Riph Raph said, flying over to snag a likely looking piece of 
meat. “You were pretty funny the first time she sent a flame dragon your way. 
You should have seen yourself. Helllllp me!” 

“Whatever” Marcus snorted. He stuffed his mouth with a handful of fruit that 
looked sort of like raspberries, but tasted like  fruit-punch-flavored 
marshmallows. “Have you heard anything from Master Therapass?” 

Graehl gave him a considering look. “Not a thing. I assume he’s doing 
something important. Once you finish your lunch, you can continue your magic 
lessons.” 

“Continue?” Marcus looked at Divum and groaned. “I thought you said we 
were done for the day.” 

“We are,” Divum said with a soft musical clattering. 

“But we’re only beginning,” Cascade said, forming himself from the shallow 
water of the stream in a way that always freaked Marcus out a little. 

Marcus turned to Graehl for help. “But I already know water magic. I can 
make a pretty good water creature, and my ice bolts rock.” 

“Water magic is much more than water creatures,” Cascade said. 

Marcus felt a sharp pain across the front of his right arm and turned to see that 
the Fontasian had sliced open the skin halfway between his palm and his elbow 
with a blade of sharpened ice. “What are you doing?” Marcus yelped. “That 
hurt.” Warm blood oozed from the wound and dripped down the side of his arm. 

“T imagine it does,” Cascade said. “For your information, water magic is the 
most powerful of all magics. It will not be as easily mastered as air magic. One 


of the greatest strengths of water magic is healing. So you may as well get to 
work on closing that wound.” He nodded thoughtfully as though reviewing what 
he had said and agreeing with it. “The cut won’t hurt for long though. There was 
a mild poison on the blade. It won’t kill you. But it will numb your body for 
several hours if you don’t counteract it quickly.” 

Marcus didn’t know if it was because he’d already spent all morning 
practicing air magic, or if water magic really was that much harder, but healing 
wounds was exhausting. And all of the practicing was done on himself. 

Without any warning, Cascade held a burning stick against Marcus’s hand and 
said, “Let’s work on burns.” 

Then he snuck up behind Marcus, hit him over the head with a branch, and 
said, “Concussions are an interesting case.” 

He had never been as glad as when Cascade told him they were done with 
healing for the time being and they were moving on to seeing. But seeing proved 
to be harder than healing. When Marcus couldn’t see through the stone cliffs 
outside their camp, Cascade gave him a befuddled look and shook his head. 
“You saw through the tree, easily enough.” 

“A tree’s like this thick” Marcus said, holding out his hands. “That cliff must 
be a hundred feet of solid rock. Duh.” 

“T am not familiar with the word duh,” Cascade said with a placid expression. 
“Does it mean difficult?” 

Marcus rolled his eyes. “Yeah, that’s exactly what it means.” 

“Well the more duh the task, the more important it is that you practice it. After 
you conquer seeing, we will work on invisibility. That, too, is duh, but you must 
not let it stop you.” 

Late that afternoon, Raindrop came by to work with Marcus on weather 
control, blocking curses, and visions. Marcus managed to create a small, black 
raincloud, which chased Riph Raph around the valley floor, shooting him with 
tiny lightning bolts. At least half the time, Marcus was able to either block or 
cure curses, which covered his face with angry red hives, made him slobber 
uncontrollably, and caused him to bark like a dog. 

“T’d rather learn how to cast curses,” Marcus growled irritably. 

Raindrop shook out her color-changing robe and smiled. “You have no need 
of curses at the present time.” 

Marcus wasn’t so sure. “The next time I see Master Therapass, ld like to try a 
couple of curses on that old wizard for putting me through this day of torture.” 
Speaking of Master Therapass, where was he? Marcus looked over to where the 
sun was beginning to set. He’d been so busy practicing magic that he’d nearly 
forgotten he was waiting for Therapass and Tankum to arrive. 


An unsettling thought occurred to him. Had the wizard distracted him on 
purpose? Was this entire day nothing more than a way to keep his mind off of 
Land Keep and recuing Kyja? 


7: Doubts and Deceptions 


As the sun disappeared behind the cliffs, Marcus made his way toward the 


building he’d eaten dinner in the night before. A pair of soldiers stood outside 
the door, eating roasted chicken from metal plates. They glanced curiously at 
Marcus and Riph Raph as they approached, then turned and wandered back to 
their stations. 

Marcus yanked open the door, hoping for news on Master Therapass and 
Tankum, but Graehl sat alone by the fire. He shook his head. “Still no word.” 
Reading the look of frustration on Marcus’s face, he frowned. “I know. I’m 
concerned too. I’m starting to worry something might have happened to them.” 

Marcus dropped onto a bench and banged his fist on the wooden table. “Then 
let’s go looking for them. If they’re in trouble, they may need our help.” 

“We can’t do that.” Graehl reached into the fire with a pair of tongs and 
removed a whole chicken from one of the slowly turning spits. “Therapass made 
me promise we wouldn’t search for him. He doesn’t even want the water 
elementals checking up on him. Whatever he’s doing, he wants it kept secret.” 

Marcus whipped his wand out of his belt and extinguished the fire with a 
single burst of air magic, which made his ears pop. “Listen to yourself! This 
doesn’t make any sense.” 

Graehl nodded appreciatively. “Looks like you learned something today.” He 
handed Marcus half a chicken and a fluffy biscuit on a metal plate. “Eat. You 
must be starving.” 

“Tm not eating anything until I know what’s going on,” Marcus said, pushing 
the plate away. 

“If you’re not going to eat that . . .” Riph Raph said, tentatively. “I’d hate to 
see it go to waste.” 

“Have it,” Marcus said. He stared at Graehl. “There’s something you’re not 
telling me. What is it?” 

Graehl waved his wand at the fireplace, bringing the flames back to life. “I 
don’t know anything. And frankly . . .” He sighed. “Frankly, I’m as worried as 
you are. But I made a promise, and until I hear differently, I’m not comfortable 
breaking it. At least not yet.” 


Not yet. What did that mean? Again, Marcus considered telling Graehl about 
the note. But it was clear that whoever had given him the message didn’t want it 
to fall into the wrong hands. 

“Answer me truthfully. Do you trust Master Therapass?” 

Graehl blinked. “Do you know of any reason that I shouldn’t?” 

Marcus chewed on the inside of his cheek. “You mean besides the fact that he 
told me we were going to Land Keep, then dumped me here with no idea of 
what’s going on? While Kyja could be hurt or trapped, for all I know?” 

“There is that.” Graehl fiddled with something in his pocket. “Just between 
the two of us, I’m beginning to wonder.” Although they were alone in the room 
he glanced toward the door and lowered his voice to a whisper. “Don’t say 
anything, but if he doesn’t show up by tomorrow night, I’m planning on 
sneaking past the guards.” 

“How?” Marcus asked. “Take me with you.” 

The tall man seemed to think it over for a minute. Then shook his head. “It’s 
too dangerous for you to leave. I wouldn’t take you unless it was an emergency.” 

“Tt is an emergency,” Marcus said. “We have to rescue Kyja. I don’t know 
how much longer she’s got.” 

Graehl grunted. “Eat your dinner and keep up your strength.” 

Marcus took his plate back from Riph Raph and forced himself to finish his 
food. 

As soon as they were outside the building and on their way back to the cabin, 
Riph Raph flew to Marcus’s shoulder. “What was that all about? You really think 
the wizard’s up to something?” 

“Oh he’s up to something,” Marcus said. “I just don’t know what.” He 
weighed the pros and cons for a minute, then went ahead and told Riph Raph 
about the note he’d found under his pillow. “You and I are in this together,” he 
said when he’d finished the story. “We both understand that the most important 
thing is finding Kyja.” 

Riph Raph peered around the dark valley, his eyes reflecting the silver 
moonlight. “Who do you think left the note?” 

“T don’t know,” Marcus admitted. “I can’t imagine Cascade or one of the other 
water elementals leaving that kind of message; they don’t have the imagination. 
And if it was Divum, the note would probably have exploded in my face. She 
thinks that kind of thing is hilarious. That leaves Lanctrus-Darnoc or one of the 
soldiers.” 

The skyte licked a bit of chicken from his beak. “What about Graehl?” 

Marcus had considered him, but what would have been the point of his 
leaving a note? “If he wanted to warn me, he could have done it at any time.” 


Eying each of the soldiers they passed—wondering if one of them might have 
written the note—Marcus made his way back to the cabin. The first thing he did 
when they stepped through the door was check under his pillow and beneath his 
blanket. But whoever had left the original message apparently didn’t have any 
more information to pass along. 

As tired as he was, Marcus fell asleep almost immediately, and what seemed 
like only a couple of hours later, there was a knock on his door. This time, 
Marcus had a pretty good idea who it would be. Aching and sore, he grabbed his 
staff and limped across the room. 

Outside, the inquisitive faces of Lanctrus-Darnoc greeted him. “Good 
morning,” the fox said. “Did you sleep well?” the boar asked. 

“T have no idea,” Marcus said, rubbing his bad leg. “I was too tired to notice. 
So what’s it going to be today? Are you going to throw axes at me, scare me, 
poison me, or hit me over the head with a stick?” 

The boar and fox looked at each other with what appeared to be genuine 
curiosity. “Why would we do any of those things? They certainly don’t seem 
conducive to meaningful study.” 

Marcus sighed with relief. “Tell me about it.” 

It turned out that the land elementals were really quite amazing teachers. The 
first thing they taught him was the relationship between the elements. 

“Each element needs one of the others to feed it,” Lanctrus said. “But they 
also have the ability to cancel one another out. Fire evaporates water. Water 
washes away land. Land blocks wind. And water, land, and air, all extinguish 
fire.” 

“Which is a good thing,” Darnoc, the boar, said. “Because of all the elements, 
fire is the most dangerous, the most unpredictable.” 

“This is so totally cool,” Marcus said. “You guys are amazing.” 

“Well,” Darnoc said, “we are trained in the transference of knowledge. But it’s 
really not all that difficult when you consider that of all the magics, land is the 
most powerful. The most refined.” 

“Too true,” the fox agreed. 

Taking their time and making sure Marcus understood each step, they taught 
him how to dig deep holes and to create walls of rock and dirt. He couldn’t bring 
stone to life the way they could, but he did manage to command a rock to fly 
several hundred feet. 

“They key is to learn to think like whatever it is you wish to control,” the two 
heads said together. “To command a stone you must see the world through the 
viewpoint of a stone. To communicate with a plant, you must see through the 
eyes of a plant.” 


Marcus half smiled. “Plants have eyes?” 

“Of course,” the fox said. “Everything does. They may not look like what you 
think of as eyes, but every plant, animal, mineral—every speck of dust—can see 
in its own way.” 

Riph Raph snorted. “I don’t think so.” 

The land elementals looked at each other. “Would you like to see through the 
eyes of a fern?” 

Marcus’s mind had been drifting for the last hour or so. It wasn’t that what 
they were saying wasn’t interesting. It was just that he couldn’t take his thoughts 
off of Kyja. Even if Graehl changed his mind about leaving, Marcus was 
escaping tonight. But the idea of seeing what a fern saw suddenly pulled his 
attention back. 

“Yeah,” he said, leaning forward. He looked at Riph Raph. “Do you want to 
see through the eyes of a fern?” 

Riph Raph gave his tail a disgusted swish. “No. I. Do. Not. Skytes see the 
world from the sky. Why would I care what it looks like to a lowly plant?” 

Marcus shrugged. “I think it would be cool.” 

“Close your eyes,” Lanctrus said. “Let land magic flow through you while 
forming the image of a fern in your mind.” 

Marcus shut his eyes tightly. He tried to picture a tall fern with broad green 
leaves. 

“Let your senses and the senses of the fern become one,” Darnoc said. “Feel 
the rich soil in your roots. Let moisture pump through the veins in your leaves.” 

Marcus held out his arms. He heard Riph Raph snicker, but thought it might 
actually be working. He could feel wind blowing across his hair, but it no longer 
felt like hair. Instead it was a soft fuzz covering his entire body. His arms no 
longer seemed to weigh anything. They reached up and out for sunlight. 

And suddenly, he was in a forest. He could feel the dirt, the sun, the wind. He 
could see the trees and plants around him—see an ant crawling across him. Only 
it wasn’t exactly seeing. It was more like a combination of smell, touch, and 
taste. 

His eyes snapped open, and he was back. “Dude,” he cried grinning. “That 
was SO awesome.” 

Lanctrus-Darnoc smiled. “Become one with your surroundings, and you will 
learn much.” 

“Could I do the same thing with an animal?” Marcus asked, looking at Riph 
Raph. 

“Oh no,” the skyte said. “Skytes don’t become one with anything. And 
nothing becomes one with me.” 


“Seeing through the eyes of an animal is difficult,” the land elementals said. 
“Tt can be done, but only with a creature that has had a profound influence on 
your life.” 

Marcus laughed. “With my luck, it would be Chance, and I’d finally learn why 
he tells all those corny jokes.” He stood up. “Listen guys. This has been great, 
and I’d like to learn more. But right now, I have to go.” He glanced up at the sun, 
estimating the time to be well past afternoon. His stomach rumbled, and he 
realized he hadn’t eaten since the night before. Why hadn’t Graehl brought him 
lunch? What if he’d left already? Marcus couldn’t let Graehl leave without him. 

Moving as fast as he could, Marcus hurried across the meadow to the dining 
cabin. By the time he got there, he was out of breath and nearly in a panic. 

“What’s wrong?” Riph Raph asked flying above Marcus’s head. 

Marcus slammed open the door. “Graehl,” he panted. “Is it time? Are we—” 
He froze when he saw who else was in the room. 

Master Therapass and Tankum were at a table covered with maps, plates, and 
glasses. 

The wizard looked over with a stern expression on his face. “Marcus, it is time 
for us to talk.” 


8: Unwanted News 


Marcus shook his hair out of his face. “When did you get here? Why didn’t 


you tell me? What are you doing?” He had so many questions. Not the least of 
which was how Tankum and Master Therapass had arrived without his noticing. 

The wizard waved him to the table. “Have something to eat.” 

“Are you kidding?” Marcus said. “I don’t care about food. Where have you 
been, and what have you learned about Kyja?” 

“You will be told everything. But first, sit down and get some food in your 
stomach. Graehl says you haven’t eaten all day.” 

“How can you think about food?” Marcus slammed his staff on the cabin 
floor. “I’m not eating anything, and I’m not going anywhere, until you tell me 
what’s going on!” 

The wizard’s eyes flashed. He started to stand, but Tankum put out a hand. 

“Sit down, boy,” the warrior said softly. “This is the first meal Therapass has 
had since you left the city.” He handed Marcus a plate. “You may as well get 
something in you now. I don’t imagine you’ ll feel like eating after you hear what 
we have to Say.” 

That got through to Marcus. He looked—really looked—at Master Therapass 
and Tankum as if seeing them for the first time. Dark purple circles ringed the 
wizard’s eyes. His skin looked stretched over the bones of his face, and his 
fingers trembled as he cut his meat. Even Tankum, who was made of solid stone, 
appeared older and more worn. What could have happened in the last two days 
to effect this kind of change? 

Marcus dropped to the bench and took the plate. “Are you... okay?” 

Master Therapass gave him a tired smile. “I am here. That will have to do.” 

Marcus ate quietly, watching the wizard and warrior study the maps and 
whisper to each other. He’d never seen Master Therapass look so tired or so 
stressed, and as much as Marcus wanted to know what was going on, he had a 
terrible feeling that as soon as he knew, he would wish he didn’t. 

“Have something to drink,” Tankum said, sliding a wooden cup of juice across 
the table. 

Marcus downed the liquid quickly. After the day’s training, he was parched. 


Not until the last of the juice had gone down his throat did he notice a slightly 
bitter aftertaste. He spotted an empty vial near the corner of the table. “Did you 
put something in my drink?” 

Tankum glanced at Therapass. The wizard rolled up the maps and pushed 
away his empty plate. “Why don’t we all step outside.” 

As Tankum and Master Therapass stepped through the door, Marcus edged up 
beside Graehl and whispered, “Do you know what’s going on?” 

“No,” the tall man said. “They’re holding something back. And whatever it is, 
it’s big. I think at least a few of the elementals know something. But they’re not 
talking either.” 

Marcus wanted to ask if Graehl had seen either of the men put something into 
his drink. But before he could, Tankum eyed the two of them. Graehl pulled back 
quickly, pushing Marcus ahead. 

Cascade, Lanctrus-Darnoc, and Divum were all gathered outside the building, 
as though they’d been waiting. Marcus shot a questioning look toward Cascade, 
but the water elemental never turned in his direction. It was almost as if they 
were intentionally avoiding making eye contact with him. 

Master Therapass pressed his hands to his lower back and stretched. “I’ve 
always liked this place. The peace and quiet gives you time to think—to reflect.” 

Marcus shifted from one foot to the other. 

“Marcus, I know you are anxious,” the wizard said without looking at him. 
“And I apologize for making you wait. Trust me when I say it was necessary. 
Now I must ask one thing more of you. Then I will answer all of your questions. 
At least the ones I can.” 

The last thing Marcus wanted to do was wait a single second longer to learn 
whatever secret the wizard was holding back. But he gritted his teeth and 
nodded. “What do you want?” 

“Demonstrate what you have learned over the past two days.” 

Seriously? Kyja was hurt, or lost, or sick, or whatever she was, and the wizard 
wanted him to perform a magic show? The idea made him so sick, he could 
actually feel vomit trying to force its way up the back of his throat. He looked to 
Tankum, hoping the warrior would agree that this was a stupid idea. But the 
stone face staring back at him was dead serious. 

“Fine,” Marcus spat. “Divum, throw every weapon you’ve got at me.” 

For the next half hour, Marcus avoided weapons, extinguished fire attacks, 
found hidden items, changed emotions, healed wounds, and viewed the world 
through the eyes of a tiny insect and the tallest tree in the valley. He answered 
every question the wizard asked him, and actually managed to surprise the 
elementals once or twice. 


Sweat poured down his face and drenched his aching body, but every time the 
wizard offered him a break, he shook his head and muttered, “Get on with it. 
What’s next?” 

The sky was growing dark by the time the wizard nodded. “Very good, 
Marcus.” He bowed slightly to each of the three elementals. “You have done 
well.” 

“They’ve done well?” Marcus gaped. “What about me? I’m the one who 
learned it all.” 

Master Therapass nodded. “Your progress is fine.” 

““Fine,’” Marcus grumbled. He’d waited two days, working so hard his 
muscles quivered, and all he got was fine? What was wrong with the wizard? 
Before, he’d seemed like a friend—almost like a father at times. Now it seemed 
as if he didn’t want to be around Marcus. Maybe he did blame him for Kyja’s 
death. Maybe the whole thing about it not being anyone’s fault was a lie. 

“Take a seat by the fire,” the wizard said, his voice brusque. 

Marcus turned to discover a roaring fire behind him, which was surrounded by 
a circle of smooth, brown logs. They hadn’t been there a moment before, but the 
wizard was already settling himself on a large stump at the top of the circle. 

“Watch yourself,” Graehl whispered as he walked by. 

“What does that mean?” Marcus asked, but Graehl was already past him, 
taking a seat as far from Master Therapass and Tankum as possible, on the 
opposite end of the circle. 

Marcus limped to the log nearest the wizard and painfully lowered himself to 
a sitting position. 

Once everyone had taken their places, Master Therapass looked around the 
group. At last his eyes settled on Marcus. “I know you all have many questions.” 

“Where have you been all this time?” Marcus blurted, unable to bridle his 
frustration. 

Master Therapass nodded to Tankum. The stone warrior unrolled one of the 
maps he was holding and turned it around so it was visible to everyone in the 
group. In the dancing light of the fire, Marcus could see that nearly every village 
and city was covered with arrows or circles. 

Marcus leaned forward “What are those marks?” 

“The arrows represent cities under attack by the Dark Circle’s armies,” the 
warrior said. 

But that was impossible. Arrows were all over the map. If each of them 
represented an army, that meant the undead had spread out across the entire 
length and breadth of Farworld. Marcus shook his head. 

“And what are the circles?” 


“Cities that have been destroyed,” the warrior said as calmly as if he were 
talking about a game of Trill Stones. 

Master Therapass rubbed his brow. “We have been doing our best over the last 
few days to hold off the undead where resistance is possible and to help in the 
retreat where it isn’t. It’s clear that the Dark Circle has been preparing for this 
for some time.” 

“Wh-why?” Marcus whispered. “Why are they attacking?” 

Tankum rolled the map. “They are making a concen-trated effort to find and 
capture you.” 

Marcus had come to live with the fact that he and Kyja were at the center of a 
battle in which people they cared about both fought and died. But to be the direct 
cause of something like this . . . He clutched his stomach. 

“We knew the forces of darkness would make a push for you,” the wizard 
said. “That is why we planned your escape when and how we did. The only way 
to assure your safety was to get you out quickly then hide you in a place where 
their armies couldn’t find you.” 

“You said we were going to Land Keep.” Marcus knew that much of his pain 
was from Farworld’s struggles, but he’d assumed the recent worsening aches had 
been from his training. Now he wondered if they were actually a sign of the 
carnage spreading all across this world. “Are you telling me that the Dark Circle 
has defeated the Land Elementals?” 

Lanctrus-Darnoc coughed. “No. Land Keep still stands. But it is surrounded 
on all sides. Even if we could have gotten you inside safely, escape would have 
been impossible. With you trapped there, the Dark Circle could have thrown all 
of their forces at one spot. It is unlikely that the power of all the land elementals 
combined would have been able to withstand such an attack.” 

Marcus stared at the faces of the fox and boar, feeling betrayed. They’d 
known what was happening, but they hadn’t told him. “What about Kyja?” he 
said, turning back to the wizard. “You told me we were going to find a way to 
rescue her. We can’t stay hidden here. We have to do something.” 

Master Therapass stared into the flames, one wrinkled hand tugging fiercely at 
the end of his beard. “We’ve sent dozens of our best wizards to Land Keep, 
Marcus. It’s one of the things we were doing while you were in the dungeon. 
With the help of the Land Elementals, we’ve learned everything that is known 
about Fire Keep.” 

“And?” Marcus asked. “What did you find? How do we get her back?” 

A long silence followed. Master Therapass, Tankum, and each of the 
elementals looked at him with the same knowing expression—as if they all 
shared some kind of secret. Graehl was the only one who appeared as confused 


as Marcus felt. He leaned forward on his log, his body tense, hands fisted on his 
knees. 

Lanctrus-Darnoc flapped their wings slowly, creating a gentle breeze, which 
sent the flames swirling. “Of all the elements, fire is the most risky—the most 
unpredictable. It is capable of creating powerful protections. But at the same 
time, fire can be used to cause widespread devastation so great that it is all but 
unthinkable.” 

Marcus set his teeth. What did any of this have to do with Kyja? 

“As you know,” the fox and boar continued. “Each group of elementals is 
known for possessing certain traits. Fontasians are known for their lack of humor 
and imagination.” 

“We are known for our logic and judgment,” Cascade said. 

The fox’s whiskers twitched slightly, but it chose not to respond. “The 
Aerisians are unpredictable and boisterous.” 

“Instinctive and whimsical,” Divum said. “Not to mention able to find humor 
in any situation.” 

Marcus slammed his walking stick against the side of his log, the crack 
unnaturally loud in the quiet night air. “Who cares if you are logical or 
whimsical or boisterous? The bunch of you could be gaseous, for all I care. What 
does any of this have to do with finding Kyja?” 

Lanctrus-Darnoc looked at each other. “We apologize. Perhaps we are taking 
too long to get to the point.” 

“You think?” Riph Raph sniped. “Listening to you two is like listening to 
grass grow.” 

“Which would be a more educational pursuit than you might expect,” the land 
elementals said together. “But the point is that of all elementals, the Pyrinths— 
the fire elementals—are the most emotional, the most aggressive. By their very 
nature, the most dangerous. Which is why Fire Keep was created to be... 
inescapable.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Marcus looked from Lanctrus-Darnoc to 
Master Therapass. “There has to be some way out. Why would Divum have sent 
her there if she couldn’t return?” 

Flocks of tiny red and yellow birds chirped laughter. “I’m afraid that, as 
embarrassing as this is to admit, apparently now and then, even Aerisians make 
mistakes.” 

Marcus jumped to his feet, his body shaking as he leaned on his staff. “What 
are you saying? That we’re giving up? We’re going to leave her there? I won’t 
do it. Never!” 

Graehl was on his feet as well. “This is unacceptable. Explain yourself, 


wizard. Are you suggesting we abandon Kyja?” 
Master Therapass dropped his head into his hands. “I am saying that it’s 
already too late. Kyja is dead.” 


9: Betrayal 


Marcus felt as if the ground had abruptly shifted beneath his feet. His legs 


wouldn’t hold him up. He tried to reach out to catch himself but his arms refused 
to obey. Right before he blacked out, a pair of strong hands caught his shoulders, 
and he looked up to see Graehl’s face staring anxiously at him. 

Sometime later, Marcus woke to the sound of raised voices. 

“How could you say a thing like that?” 

“What choice did I have? He needed to know the truth.” 

“He needed to have hope. You killed that.” 

From somewhere nearby came a series of heavy thuds and the sound of 
clashing metal. Marcus opened his eyes to see the star-filled sky. He turned his 
head and found Tankum and Graehl standing chest to chest. Both had their 
swords drawn, and though the warrior was surely the stronger of the two, he was 
clearly using all of his strength to force back Graehl’s blade. Master Therapass 
stood a few feet away, looking confused and unsure. 

“Stop ... it,’ Marcus said. His mouth and throat were filled with a sour, acidic 
taste, and he wondered if he’d thrown up. 

Graehl and Tankum turned to look at him, although neither lowered his 
weapon. 

“You heard him,” Riph Raph said at Marcus’s side. “Stop fighting.” 

Slowly the two men stepped away from each other. Tankum slid his twin 
curved swords into the sheaths on his back. A moment later, Graehl put away his 
weapon as well—although it was clear by his upper lip, pulled back over his 
teeth in a tight snarl, that he was ready to draw it again at a second’s notice. 

Marcus turned to Master Therapass and tried to sit up, his head wobbling like 
a top about to fall over. He reached out to touch Riph Raph’s scaled back. “Is it 
true? Is Kyja really . . . dead?” 

The wizard tugged at his beard, his face looking like he’d spent the last two 
days taking one blow after another. 

“The truth,” Graehl hissed, his right hand hovering above the hilt of his blade. 

Why were they fighting? Graehl and the wizard were friends. At least Marcus 
had always thought so. 


Master Therapass sighed. “No. Kyja is not dead. Not yet.” 

Marcus tried to push himself to a sitting position, but a wave of dizziness hit 
him again, and he dropped back to the grass. 

Riph Raph flapped to the wizard’s side and landed on the stump where he’d 
been sitting. “Then we have a chance. To bring her back.” 

“No.” The old man’s beard waggled as he slowly shook his head. “I’m sorry. I 
should have spoken more clearly before. Only ... I am so tired.” He gestured 
toward the stump. “May I?” 

“Oh... right.” Riph Raph hopped to the ground while the wizard sat. 

Master Therapass rubbed his eyes. “It seems Kyja was rash in her decision to 
attempt entry into Fire Keep.” 

“Are you saying it was the girl’s fault?” Graehl asked, his voice cold and 
tense. 

“Of course not.” The wizard leaned forward. “She was doing what she thought 
was right, based on the information she had. If I blame anyone, it is myself for 
not thinking ahead. I should have researched sooner. Only I never thought. . .” 
He waved his hands before him. 

Lanctrus-Darnoc stepped forward, firelight illuminating the land elementals’ 
nearly transparent wings. “You cannot blame yourself,” the fox said softly. “The 
information was nearly as old as the library itself and scattered throughout 
hundreds of documents.” 

Marcus gritted his teeth. “Stop beating around the bush. What did you find? 
What are you hiding?” 

Tankum stepped toward Marcus, and Graehl tensed. But the warrior only knelt 
on the ground at his feet. Marcus had never seen Tankum’s eyes look so sad. 
“There’s no easy way to say it. When the elementals first came to be, the water 
elementals had no desire to leave their home; they hid themselves behind a wall 
of water. The land elementals were left free to collect and gather knowledge. 
Because of their love of mischief, the air elementals were barred from leaving 
Air Keep until they learned to trust and earn the trust of others. But the fire 
elementals were deemed too dangerous to be set free—ever. They are locked 
behind four gates: one of water, one of land, one of air, and one of fire. It was the 
perfect way to keep the Pyrinths from escaping. But because she has no 
elemental magic, Kyja cannot escape either.” 

“Which is why we have to help her,” Marcus said. 

Riph Raph flapped his ears. “Tell us what to do. How do we get her out?” 

Tankum slammed his fist into the ground, leaving a deep depression in the 
dirt. “We’ve explored every possibility. But the truth is that, despite our best 
efforts, rescue is impossible. The connection between Farworld and Fire Keep is 


different from the connection between Farworld and Earth. She cannot pull you 
over from there. And her physical body can last only so long before her death 
becomes permanent. That time has either passed, or is so close that it might as 
well have.” 

Marcus forced himself to sit, ignoring the way it made his head spin. He 
searched for his staff and used it to leverage himself to his feet. “I’m going to 
find her.” 

Riph Raph spat a fireball into the air, illuminating his determined gold eyes. 
“I’m going with you.” 

“That is the one thing you cannot do,” the wizard said. 

Marcus blinked, sure he must have heard wrong. “Are you saying you’re 
going to stop me from looking for Kyja?” He grabbed his wand. He’d fight his 
way out if he had to. 

“Put that away,” Master Therapass said. “Our research didn’t reveal the truth 
only about Fire Keep. It revealed something about you, too. Something that 
should have occurred to me long ago.” His shoulders slumped. “When Kyja’s 
body is no longer capable of being returned to—that is, when she—when she 
dies, the part of you trapped in the realm of shadows will return to your body. 
You will be completely in Farworld at last, capable of fulfilling your destiny 
here.” 

Slowly, Marcus crumpled to the ground. “I don’t understand. You said the 
only way I could return to Farworld permanently was by opening a drift.” 

“The scales of balance brought Kyja here when I sent you to Earth,” Master 
Therapass said. “I’d always assumed that the only way to bring you back was to 
return her to Earth. Perhaps the Dark Circle thought the same; we can never 
know for sure. But it is clear that they know the truth now. That’s why they are 
searching for you so desperately.” 

“To kill me?” 

“No,” Lanctrus-Darnoc said. “Your destiny must be fulfilled—to save 
Farworld or destroy it. Your death would mean only that another chosen one 
would be born, and the cycle would start again. We believe now that the only 
reason you are still alive is because the Dark Circle knows that killing you would 
be futile. Their plan is much more devious. It is why they have spent so much 
effort defending the Windlash Mountains.” 

The land elementals’ words caught Graehl’s attention. He jerked straight. 
“What do the mountains have to do with any of this?” 

“If Kyja dies,” Lanctrus said, “Marcus will be returned to Farworld.” 

“Except under one condition,” Darnoc added. He turned to Marcus. “The 
realm of shadows is a portal between Earth, Farworld, and other worlds, as well. 


It is a place of . . . between. We do not understand much about it other than that it 
is the spawning ground of snifflers, Unmakers, and filth unimaginable. The part 
of you trapped there is on the Earth side. If you are inside the realm of shadows 
when Kyja dies, then instead of returning here, you would be pulled back to 
Earth and trapped there permanently. All the Dark Circle would have to do is 
capture you there and keep you alive. Farworld would be theirs to do with as 
they pleased.” 

The whole idea was too much for Marcus. He rubbed his eyes, exhausted and 
confused. “How could I possibly end up in the realm of shadows?” 

“Through the cavern of the Unmakers,” Graehl said at once. “That’s it, isn’t 
it? The cavern is some kind of, what? Opening to the realm of shadows?” 

Tankum stood and pulled a sword from the sheath on his back. He sharpened 
the metal against his palm, shooting sparks into the darkness. “It’s the only 
explanation. That’s how they brought the nightmare creatures here in the first 
place.” 

Master Therapass approached Marcus. “Now you see why we can’t let you 
leave here. The Dark Circle would do anything to capture you and trap you in 
the realm of shadows until Kyja’s death. I’ve developed a potion which should 
allow you to remain here until your other half is pulled over. I put it in your 
drink earlier.” 

“So that’s your great plan?” Marcus demanded, looking from the wizard to 
Tankum and finally to the land elementals. “I stay here—hiding—until you say 
it’s safe to go out, then, bam! I save Farworld, and everything’s better. Never 
mind that Kyja dies, Earth is destroyed, and I could never live with myself.” 

Cascade, who had been sitting quietly through the entire conversation, spoke 
up for the first time. “When Kyja dies, a new child will be born on Earth to take 
her place. It is only the logical conclusion.” 

“Oh, right!” Marcus burst into hysterical laughter. “That makes it all better, 
doesn’t it? Sign me up.” He raised his wand in one shaking hand. “I’m sorry, but 
that isn’t going to happen. You may all be a bunch of cowards, but I’m not 
giving up. If the Dark Circle wants Kyja dead, they’ll have to kill me first.” He 
pointed the wand at Master Therapass and Tankum. “I’m leaving now. Try to 
stop me, and you’ll be sorry.” 

Riph Raph flew onto his shoulder and spread his wings. “I’ll turn you all to 
ashes if you get in our way.” 

“Don’t make this harder than it has to be,” Tankum said, stepping toward 
him. 

Marcus began to cast a spell, but before he could, a hand pulled his wand out 
of his grasp and a steel-like arm lifted him into the air. 


“TPI take him back to his room,” Graehl said. 

“Let go of me!” Marcus screamed. “You can’t keep me here!” 

Graehl hefted Marcus over one shoulder and carried him toward his cabin. 

“Sleep on my words,” Master Therapass called after them. “Sometimes you 
know the right thing to do but you have to put your finger on it.” 

“T’m not sleeping on anything,” Marcus yelled. 

Riph Raph screamed overhead, firing one fireball after another, but Graehl 
simply shoved Marcus’s wand into his pocket, ducked from the streams of blue 
fire, and grabbed the skyte out of the air. 

“How can you do this?” Marcus’s body shook with wracking sobs. “Don’t you 
care about Kyja at all?” 

“People have to do what they have to do,” Graehl said. “Stop struggling.” 

“Never!” Marcus kicked at Graehl and managed to catch him on the front of 
his thigh. He didn’t need his wand to cast spells. He reached for land magic, 
planning to pelt Graehl with rocks, but found nothing there. It was as if his land 
magic had been taken from him. Air and water were gone too. He tried creating 
a fireball, but the flames hadn’t left his fingers before they snuffed out. “What 
did you do to me?” he screamed. 

Graehl glanced over his shoulder toward the circle of elementals. “I didn’t do 
anything.” 

Marcus understood. The elementals were blocking his access to air, land, and 
water, combining them to quench fire. Kyja was going to die, and he was 
helpless to do anything about it. 

A pair of guards were posted outside his cabin. As Graehl approached, they 
reached for their wands. 

“Need a hand?” one of the soldiers asked. 

Graehl tucked Marcus under one arm like a bag of laundry and laughed. “I 
think I can handle one boy.” He kicked the door open and threw Marcus onto his 
bed. “Are you two on shift here for the rest of the night?” he asked the soldiers. 

“Until sunrise,” the younger of the two said, stifling a yawn. 

Graehl grabbed the man by the front of his tunic. “Stay sharp. He may look 
like a boy, but the future of Farworld rests on him.” 

“He won’t get past us,” the man said, clearly offended. 

“See that he doesn’t,’ Graehl snarled. “Unless you want to deal with 
Therapass and Tankum.” 

The guards nodded. 

Graehl fished Marcus’s wand out of his pocket and showed it to the guards. 
“They’re blocking his magic, but that won’t keep him from trying to escape.” He 
turned to Marcus. “Remember what I told you before, boy.” 


Marcus glared at him. “About what?” 

Graehl’s dark eyes bored into him. “People have to do what they have to do.” 
Without another word, he turned and walked out the door, calling to either 
Marcus, the guards, or both, “P1 be back.” 

As soon as the door closed, Marcus turned to Riph Raph. “We have to find a 
way out of here.” 


10: Paying the Price 


It was all Marcus could do to force his eyes open every 
time they slipped closed. The day had been exhausting 
both physically and emotionally, and his head ached with 
everything he’d learned. On any other night, he’d have 
been snoring like a chainsaw. But tonight he had to find a 
way to get out and save Kyja. 

Every few minutes, he slipped out of bed and peeked 
through a crack in the door to see if anything had 
changed. Each time, the only thing he discovered was a 
suard’s fat behind pressed against the solid wood. If he 
had a long twig, he could have slid it between the boards 
and given the man a poke. 

Not that it would have helped. He’d tried bribing, 
pleading, and threatening the men, but the only response 
he’d received was, “Go back to bed.” 

Lying flat on his back, staring up into the darkness, he 
tried again to think of some way to escape. Every plan he 
devised fizzled. The fact of the matter was that he was 
trapped. The best he could do was wait for the guards to 
let him out in the morning and look for a chance to run. 

“I can’t stand waiting,” he whispered to Riph Raph. 

“Poached beetle eggs on toast,” the skyte answered 


sroggily. 

Marcus pushed himself onto one elbow to glare at the 
dark, long-eared shape perched on the back of a chair. 
“Did you fall asleep?” 

“What? Yes. I mean, no. I was resting my eyes so I can 
use my excellent night vision.” Riph Raph stretched his 
wings and flew to the bed, where he landed beside 
Marcus. “Is it time? Are we escaping?” 

Marcus reached down to touch the bundle on the floor 
under the bed. His clothes, books, and papers were 
wrapped tightly inside a robe so he could leave at the first 
opportunity. “I’ve tried to come up with a plan, but I can’t 
think of anything.” 

“Leave it up to me,” Riph Raph said, a little too loudly. 

“Shh,” Marcus whispered, putting a finger to the skyte’s 
beak. It might have been late, but whenever Marcus so 
much as stepped on a squeaky board, the guards opened 
the door to check on him. “What can you do? In case you 
hadn’t noticed, it’s not like there’s an easy way out.” 

Not until he needed to escape did he realize that his 
cabin was the only one without windows. Until tonight, 
he’d assumed that the guards had been there for his 
protection. What if the plan all along had been to keep 
him trapped? He didn’t know for sure whether Master 
Therapass and Tankum had been fighting like they said. 
For all he knew, that story could have been a stalling 
tactic to keep him from asking questions. 


In the dim light, Riph Raph examined the cabin. “I 
could claw a hole through the boards. Skytes have razor- 
sharp talons. But that would make too much noise.” He 
snorted. “There’s only one choice: my fireballs. P11 burn 
the place to the ground.” 

Marcus nearly laughed. “With us inside? We won’t be 
much help to Kyja if we’re crispy critters.” 

“Then you’ ll have to protect us. Use air magic, or water 
magic. Whatever you learned from those grotesquely 
shaped monstrosities.” 

Marcus tried to use magic again, even though he 
already knew what he’d find. “It’s no good. They’ve got 
me completely blocked.” If only he’d tried to escape 
earlier. Maybe if he knew more powerful fire spells— 
ones the elementals couldn’t block so easily. He’d seen 
Master Therapass do them. But all he’d ever been taught 
were simple things like making light and fireballs that 
were little more than Riph Raph could shoot out. 

He glanced at the chair and an idea came to him. 
“Maybe we can use fire. Burning the cabin would be 
crazy. But if you lit something like the chair on fire, it 
would create a diversion. When the guards see flames, 
they’ll have to open the door, and the smoke might hide 
us enough to help us slip out. Do you think you can use 
your fireballs? Or have the elementals put those out too?” 

Riph Raph huffed. “Those freaks of nature couldn’t 
stop a skyte from blowing streams of billowing flames in 


their wildest dreams. I’m a fire machine.” 

Marcus ran through the plan in his head. They’d have to 
stay low to avoid the heat and smoke. Once the door 
opened, there would only be a second or two to get out, 
so they’d have to move quickly. The plan was risky— 
they still might end up cooking themselves like 
Thanksgiving turkeys. But it could work. 

He looked at Riph Raph and whispered “You don’t 
think I’m making a mistake do you? Master Therapass 
has never given me a reason not to trust him.” 

Riph Raph gave an irritated flick of his tail. “Do you 
want to rescue Kyja?” 

Marcus nodded. 

“Does the wizard have a plan to save her?” 

“No,” Marcus admitted. 

Riph Raph nodded. “Then I say we get her.” 

“All right,” Marcus said. “Let’s go for it.” Sliding 
quietly out of bed—careful to avoid the noisy spots on 
the floor—he rolled up his blanket and put it on the chair, 
then put the pillow on top to resemble a head and body. 
“If we’re lucky,” he said in a hushed voice, “when they 
come in, they’ Il think that’s me.” 

“But we’ll be waiting inside the door to hit them over 
the head.” Riph Raph licked his beak. “It’ll be like 
smashing flashworms with a mallet.” 

Marcus frowned. He didn’t want to know what that 
meant. “No. We’ll be hiding under the bed so we can 


crawl out in the confusion.” 

Riph Raph nodded. “That could work too.” 

Squeezing under the short-legged bed with his bundle 
was a tight fit for Marcus, and it got tighter when Riph 
Raph squeezed in beside him. Marcus turned to the skyte. 
“Is there something you’re forgetting?” 

“I don’t think so,” Riph Raph answered, completely 
oblivious to the problem. 

Marcus shook his head, not sure whether he was more 
amused, annoyed, or nervous. “I’m pretty sure one of us 
is supposed to light the chair on fire. The one of us who 
can blow fireballs out of his mouth.” 

“Right. Right. I was, um, preparing myself.” Riph Raph 
scuttled out from under the bed. 

Outside the cabin, there was a soft thump. 

Marcus tilted his head to listen. “What was that?” 

Riph Raph must not have heard him, because at that 
moment, there was a flash of light as the chair and 
blanket crackled into flame. Riph Raph crawled in beside 
him. “Did you see that?” the skyte piped in an excited 
voice. “I was all ‘wrath and destruction on your head.’ 
And that chair was like, ‘Oh, no! I’m on fire.’” 

“Yeah. You were great.” Marcus’s stomach tightened. If 
this didn’t work, they would be in big trouble. If it did 
work, they might be in bigger trouble. Once they got out 
of the cabin—if they did at all—there was the issue of 
how to escape the valley. As soon as the guards realized 


they were gone, every man, woman, and elemental here 
would be searching for them. And if they managed to get 
out of the valley where would they go? 

All of that might have been something he should have 
given a little more thought to before putting things into 
action. But it was too late now. The fire was growing. 
Even from under the bed, beads of sweat formed on his 
face, and he glanced toward the door, wondering when 
the guards would notice the fire. 

Riph Raph coughed “So, uh, is this the part where we 
get out?” 

“I hope so.” Smoke was beginning the fill the room. It 
was thickest toward the ceiling, but getting lower quickly. 
If the guards didn’t see it soon, he’d have to yell before 
the whole place was on fire. 

He heard voices outside. Thank goodness. Any 
moment, the door would fling open. Marcus pressed his 
face to the floor, trying to avoid the heat and smoke while 
still being in a position to escape. 

More than a minute passed, and still the door remained 
closed. What were they doing out there? Smoke swirled 
in front of his face. It was getting hard to breathe, and the 
flames were licking the walls. 

“You know that whole thing you said about crispy 
critters?” Riph Raph asked, his tail wrapped around his 
face to block the smoke. 

“I know,” Marcus gasped. He was beginning to feel 


lightheaded. He had nearly decided to shout for help 
when the door banged open. A gust of blessedly cool air 
entered the room. With plenty of oxygen, the flames 
leaped from the chair to the walls and bed, engulfing the 
room in fire and smoke. 

“What in the demon’s breath is this?” a soldier 
exclaimed, stepping through the door. 

“Now,” Marcus whispered. Grabbing his things, he 
scooted across the floor toward the door. He reached the 
grass and headed for open ground, but a hand grabbed 
him by the back of his robe and lifted him into the air. 

“Where do you think you’re going?” the guard asked 
above the roar of the fire, which was growing louder by 
the second. 

A soot-stained Riph Raph crawled through the doorway 
behind him, coughing and gagging. “Let him go,” the 
skyte croaked. 

Marcus tried to bite the man’s arm through his thick 
cloak. The guard lifted him up so high, they were almost 
face to face. It wasn’t a guard holding him. It was Graehl. 

“Trying to get away?” Graehl asked. 

“So what if I am?” Marcus spat. “Someone has to save 
Kyja.” 

“True.” Graehl nodded. “But perhaps your chances of 
success would be better if you made your escape without 
sending up a signal for the entire camp to see.” On the 
ground at his feet, one of the guards groaned softly. 


Marcus turned his head and saw the second soldier 
lying unconscious on one side of the cabin. He looked 
back at Graehl. “What...” 

“T told you,” Graehl said, lowing Marcus to the ground. 
“People do what they have to do. Especially for those 
they care about.” 


— or 


Ten minutes later, the three of them were making their 
way through a thick grove of trees. Riph Raph, perched 
on Marcus’s shoulder, shivered and whispered, “This 
place gives me the creeps.” 

“No kidding,” Marcus said. The branches were so thick 
overhead, he could barely see a thing. And there was no 
sign of any kind of trail or markings. All he could do was 
follow Graehl, hoping he knew where he was headed. “It 
feels like we’re going away from the passage through the 
waterfall,” 

“We are,” Graehl said. “There’s no chance of getting 
past the guards there.” He glanced over his shoulder. “We 
need to hurry. It’s only a matter of time before they 
realize you’re gone. Can you keep up, or would you like 
me to carry you?” 

“I can keep up,” Marcus said. His legs were throbbing, 
and it was hard to breathe at this altitude. But if he was 
going to rescue Kyja, he couldn’t do it being carried 


around like a baby. “So you were the one who wrote the 
letter.” 

“What letter?” Graehl asked, picking up the pace. 

If Graehl hadn’t written the letter Marcus found on his 
bed the first night here, who had? “What made you turn 
against Master Therapass?” he asked, changing the 
subject. 

Graehl shrugged. “I’m not turning against him. I’m 
doing what I think is right.” He paused for a second, as 
though listening to what he’d said, and nodded. “As he 
is.” 

“So am I,” Marcus said. “But before, you said it was 
too dangerous for me to come with you.” 

Graehl stopped and spun around so quickly that Marcus 
nearly tripped trying to keep from running into him. Riph 
Raph flew from his shoulder with a yip of surprise. “Do 
you want me to take you back?” 

Marcus was so shocked, he couldn’t speak. He shook 
his head. 

Graehl studied him. “Do you want to save your friend?” 

“Of course.” 

“Would you do anything to save her? Even if it meant 
doing hard things?” He stared at Marcus as if the wrong 
word would send them both right back to the burned-out 
cabin. 

“Pd do anything for her,” Marcus whispered. “No 
matter what it takes.” 


“So will I,” Riph Raph said, settling back on Marcus’s 
arm. 

Graehl stared at Marcus a moment longer before 
turning and continuing through the trees. “It’s only a little 
farther.” 

After a brief but tiring hike, they came out of the trees 
to find a sheer, gray cliff. Marcus stared up at a stone wall 
that rose hundreds, if not thousands, of feet above him. 
Were they going to try to climb that? Was that the “hard 
thing” Graehl had been talking about? 

Graehl reached into his pocket and took out something 
that glinted in the moonlight. “Therapass is a good man. 
Tankum too, in his own way. They want what’s best for 
Farworld. Their problem is that they see only one way to 
achieve their goal. I’m a pragmatist. Do you know what 
that means?” 

Marcus shook his head. 

Graehl turned the item in his fingers. It looked like 
some sort of ring. “It means that when I look at a 
problem, I examine every potential outcome—all 
possible solutions. I weigh the costs against the results 
then come to the best decision. My choices may not be 
perfect; I may not be the idealist Therapass is. But I get 
the job done. Sometimes that means doing hard things— 
things other people shy away from.” 

Marcus nodded. “I can do hard things.” He looked up at 
the cliff. “How do we start?” 


“Start?” Graehl followed Marcus’s gaze and laughed. 
“We’re not climbing. I’ve arranged for a ride.” 

A shadow blocked the moon for a second, making 
Marcus look quickly up. But whatever had been there 
was gone. “How can we get a ride? I thought you said 
this place was hidden.” 

“Tt is,” Graehl said. “Protected by magic you and I can 
only dream of. Which means we need more powerful 
magic to get past it.” He held out a gold ring for Marcus 
to see. 

Marcus leaned forward, and his eyes opened wide. “It 
has the symbol. The one on my shoulder.” 

Graehl nodded. “It does. You have no idea how 
powerful this symbol is.” 

Something brushed against a nearby tree. Marcus 
turned to see several figures closing in on them. “The 
guards found us!” 

“Oh, they found us,” Graehl said with a dark laugh. 
“But they aren’t the guards.” 

The figures stepped into the moonlight—six men in 
dark robes and holding black, forked staffs. They were 
Thrathkin S’Bae, sorcerers of the Dark Circle. Marcus 
stumbled backward. One of them lifted his staff, and a 
bolt of blue light blasted Riph Raph from Marcus’s 
shoulder. Marcus turned to run but found himself looking 
at curved talons as long as he was tall. 

Cold fear froze his feet to the ground as he looked up, 


into the blood-red eyes of a Summoner. 

“People do what they have to do,” Graehl said. “Even if 
it means doing hard things.” 

Marcus tried to scream, but a hood was pulled over his 
head, and something knocked him to the ground. 


Interlude: The King’s Army 


The soldiers finished searching the latest building, with no success. 

“Another zero,” said the one known as Bones. He picked up a pocket 
calculator, which had washed up on the edge of the street; he looked it over and 
stuck in his pocket. You never knew when something like it might come in 
handy. Whenever one of the engineers needed a circuit board or a battery, he’d 
be there to provide it. Could be worth a bag of fruit or a video game. 

“King won’t be happy that we came up empty again,” Tuck said. “Word is he 
thinks the magic level is nearly there. Harness up a couple of powerful Casters, 
and they could put us over the top.” 

Bones thought about the harnesses and shivered. He’d been in the dungeon 
once, and he’d be more than happy to never see it again. All of those blank faces 
creeped him out. “Sure glad I’m not a Caster.” 

Tuck gave him a strange look. “’Course you are. Who’d want to be one of 
them?” 

They headed to the next building, both alert for the whistling that meant the 
beasts had found something. To their right, a bubble rose slowly out of the street, 
then paused, as though waiting to see if they had any magic before receding back 
into the blackness. That was a good sign. 

“Think it’s true what they say about the passages being blocked off?” Bones 
asked. 

Tuck snorted. “How would anyone know? Not like any of ’em’s been to the 
Caster world. They start flapping their gums when nobody shows up for a 
while.” 

“True.” Bones rubbed his chin. He’d sure have liked to bring King Phillip the 
magic he was looking for. A Caster with lots of power. Wouldn’t he get a reward 
for that 





11: Awakening 


The girl opened her eyes. 


Flickers of blue and orange light illuminated the jagged spears of black rock 
hanging above her head like broken teeth and rotted gums. A faint taste of 
flowers filled her mouth. Did that mean something? She thought it should, but 
she couldn’t remember why. 

She lay, staring up at the shifting patterns, for a period that seemed neither 
short nor long. Time felt unimportant here—almost unreal. She might have 
continued to watch the dance of fire and shadow indefinitely if she hadn’t been 
distracted by a steady moaning coming from her right. 

It was a rhythmic sound, starting with a quiet uuuhhhh, rising to a louder ah- 
ah-ah, and finally ending in an anguished ohhhhh, before starting over again. 
Like the wind blowing through dead tree branches, or waves breaking against a 
rocky shore. 

It was too regular to be the sound of the wind, though—too . . . human. 

Was someone in trouble? Worry filled her chest—although that emotion had 
the same unreal feeling as the memories she couldn’t seem to dredge up. Her 
thoughts felt muted, somehow, as if they were no longer important. 

She placed her palms on the flat surface beneath her and pushed herself up. 
She was sitting on a rectangular block of dark stone—the same stone as the 
ceiling, but, unlike the ceiling, smooth as glass. Her thin, white gown shifted as 
she moved. 

“Hello?” she called, her voice echoing back at her. 

The moaning paused for a moment before returning to its regular pattern. 

“Is anyone here?” She realized she had no idea where she was or how she’s 
gotten there. She tried to recall anything—her name, where she was from, what 
this place was. Her mind was as blank and empty as the black rock. 

She swung her legs over the edge of the platform, and five or six dancing 
flames dropped from the ceiling, skipping and twirling toward her. She jerked 
back, afraid the fire would burn her skin or ignite the gown. But when it touched 
her, she felt no pain—only a soft tickling against the soles of her feet, like the 
playful lick of a skyte. 


Something about the thought of a skyte licking her toes made the girl pause. A 
memory tried to surface in her mind. 

It was... It was... 

Before the thought could become clear, it faded like mist under the sun. 
Whatever the memory had been, it wasn’t important. 

She slid forward until her toes touched the floor, which was nearly as smooth 
as the stone she’d been lying on, and neither hot nor cold. The flames circled 
about her, drifting forward and darting away. 

She glanced around the cavern; it wasn’t a single room, as she had first 
thought, but many rooms seemingly connected by tunnels and passages. Flames 
cavorted across the floors, walls, and ceilings like fairies. 

Laughter came from somewhere behind her, and she followed the sound down 
a sloping path into a small room with a ceiling so high it disappeared into the 
darkness. Sitting cross-legged in the center of the room was a man with a 
tangled, gray beard. For some reason, the beard seemed familiar. But again, the 
memory—if that’s what it was—slipped away like water through her fingers. 

“Hello,” she said to the man, who wore the same type of robe as she did. 

The man gave no sign that he’d heard her. He continued to laugh, staring at a 
glowing blue ball a few feet away. 

She moved closer. “Can you tell me where I am?” 

Haltingly, the man’s clouded eyes drifted from the pulsing blue globe to meet 
her gaze. He raised a hand to his mouth, and the laughter cut off abruptly. 

She knelt before him and touched his knee with one hand. “I woke up—well, 
I’m not exactly sure how long ago. But I don’t know where I am or how I got 
here.” 

The man blinked “A garden. Picking flowers in a garden. The rain. The dirt. 
The...the...” His eyes drifted back to the ball, and he began laughing again, 
his low chuckles growing to lunatic guffaws that made her skin crawl. 

Something was wrong with him. She patted him softly and stood. “PI find my 
own way. Can I do anything for you? Bring you something?” she asked, before 
realizing she had nothing to give him. 

“Flowers.” He coughed out the word between maniacal laughs. 

She nodded and drifted away from him. “If I find any, I’ll bring you some.” 

The girl left the room through the same passageway she’d entered from, then 
heard the moaning again. She cocked her head, trying to place the sound. Either 
more than one person was moaning, or the chambers made it seem that way. Her 
feet padded soundlessly across the floor as she explored one room after another. 

She nearly missed a skin-and-bones figure pressed so tightly into a crevice 
that it seemed to be almost one with the stone—a woman, pushed as far back 


into the wall as she could get. Her arms were wrapped around her knees, 
drawing them to her bowed head so she was almost a compact ball. Long, brown 
hair hid the woman’s face. But there was no doubt that this was the person—or 
one of the people—making the moaning noises. 

“Are you all right?” She reached for the woman, but a voice spoke from 
behind her. 

“You’re new here.” 

The girl spun around and raised her hands as she took in the creature before 
her. His lower body was that of a horse, complete with four legs and a tail. His 
upper half appeared to be somewhat human, with a man’s chest and arms. From 
the neck up, though, he was .. . What? A demon? A serpent? A dragon? 

His entire body appeared to be made of raging red and gold fire. Intense heat 
radiated off of him. The only part of the creature not made of flames was a metal 
breastplate, which glowed orange as if it were in the center of a blacksmith’s 
forge. 

Shading her eyes with one hand, she looked up into the beast’s red eyes. “I. . 
.” she began, unsure whether to speak to the monster or run from it. “I don’t. . .” 

“Don’t know where you are?” The creature grinned. A tongue of flame 
flickered in and out between his glowing fangs. “Don’t know who you are? Why 
you’re here?” 

“Yes,” she said, her pulse beginning to speed up. “I think I’ve lost my 
memory. Can you help me?” 

“Of course!” The creature cavorted around the room, his flaming hooves 
kicking sparks off the floor in a shower of light. “I’m the only one who can help 
you.” He flashed a dazzling smile, stuck out one hoof, and bowed before her. 
“What would you like to know first?” 

She studied the creature’s face. For some reason she couldn’t explain, it didn’t 
bother her that he had the head of a monster and was made of fire. But there was 
something in his almost insanely cheerful expression and lilting voice that made 
her uneasy. 

On the other hand, he was the first being she’d found here who looked like he 
might be able to tell her anything. She glanced at the woman who was balled up 
in the crevice. The woman was obviously incapable of providing any useful 
information. 

She studied the beast. “Where am I?” 

“An excellent question.” The creature reached inside his armor and pulled out 
a flaming dagger. He examined the blade and used it to pry a stone out of his 
front right hoof. “I’ve asked myself the same thing as long as I’ve been here— 
which is ages, I assure you.” 


She tilted her head, a little annoyed. “You don’t know what this place is 
either?” 

He gave a laugh that was half snarl, half whinny. “It depends which answer 
you are looking for. From a purely metaphysical standpoint, we are somewhere 
between the celestial realms—the home of the gods—and the fiery furnace of the 
devils. Although, frankly I admit that I think we’re closer to the latter than the 
former. However, if you’re asking about the journey of life, where are any of us? 
Near our goals? On the brink of failure? At the top of the pile or on the 
bottommost rung?” 

She tapped her foot, and he put down his hoof. 

“Not what you were looking for? As far as physical location goes, you are 
blaze spot in the center of Ignis Deep—the burning abyss, the abode of 
Pyrinths.” He ran a finger along the shimmering blade of his dagger and watched 
her from the corner of his eyes. “Also known as Fire Keep. Does that mean 
anything to you?” 

She thought for a minute before shaking her head. “Should it?” 

For an instant, something that looked like anger crossed his face, and she 
wondered what she said wrong. Then he shook his head and smiled, flames 
wreathing his scaled features like clouds. “No. Of course not. What else would 
you like to know?” 

“Who are you?” 

He bowed again. “My name is Chaos. I am a Pyrinth, a fire elemental.” 

For a split second, she could have sworn that she’d heard the words fire 
elemental before. 

“You’ve heard of me?” he asked, eyes glowing. 

But the flicker of memory was gone. She shook her head. “I’m tired I guess. 
Who am I? And how did I get here?” 

Chaos nodded his dragon-like head up and down slowly, as if that was the 
question he’d been waiting for her to ask all along. “That’s what they all want to 
know when they arrive.” 

“They?” 

The creature pointed a red-hot finger toward the woman sitting on the floor. 
“Look at her. Poor thing. She has no idea who she is or why’s she’s here. So she 
sits there day after day, rocking and whimpering. It seems intolerably unfair to 
leave her wallowing in her agony, don’t you think?” 

The girl nodded, watching the woman rock back and forth. “Isn’t there 
something you can do for her?” 

The creature’s face crumpled into a surprisingly human expression of 
unhappiness, and he put a hand to his brow. “Alas, I cannot. No matter how 


much it pains me to see the poor woman that way, I can do nothing for her. 
Locked in her own ignorance, she’ll sit there suffering for all of eternity—or 
until she fades away to dust.” He took his hand from his face and stroked his 
chin. “Unless .. .” 

“Unless what?” The girl looked from the woman to the creature. “If there’s 
some way you can help her, do it.” 

Chaos sighed. “There’s nothing I can do. Human memories are off-limits to 
my kind. But, if you want to help . . .” He pointed to the woman’s left, and for 
the first time, the girl noticed a glowing blue ball like the one the man had been 
fixated on earlier. 

“What is it?” she asked, studying the globe, which was a little larger than her 
first. 

“All of her memories,” the Pyrinth said, “are right there. All she has to do is 
take hold of it, and everything she’s forgotten will be returned to her.” 

The girl walked toward the ball and knelt beside it. She’d thought it was blue, 
but could see now that the globe itself was clear. Blue mist swirled inside the 
glassy surface like clouds. Could it be true that the woman’s memories were 
locked in those clouds? 

“Pick it up.” Chaos said. “It won’t hurt you.” 

She reached for the ball and paused. “Why don’t you give it to her?” 

“T can’t. Fire elementals can’t touch human memories.” 

“Why doesn’t she take it herself?” 

Irritation flashed in the creature’s eyes. “Why does anyone refuse to do the 
things that are good for them? Why don’t people take care of themselves when 
they are sick? Why do they not talk to those they miss? Why do they refuse their 
greatest chances at success and instead cling to the very things they know will 
pull them down?” He shoved his dagger inside his chest-piece. “Do you want to 
help her or not?” 

She was almost sure that there was something more he wasn’t telling her. She 
tried to figure out what he might he hiding, but the woman gave out another 
anguished moan. Clearly the woman was in pain. If this ball could help her... 
Gently, the girl reached down and cupped the globe in her hands. It was warm 
and yielded slightly beneath her fingers. 

At first she was afraid of the woman’s memories entering her own head. The 
last thing she wanted to do was invade another person’s privacy. But apparently, 
the globe worked only on the person it belonged to. 

“Go on,” Chaos urged, his eyes bright. “Give it to her.” 

Cradling the ball in one hand, she brushed back the woman’s hair. At her 
touch, the woman pulled away—eyes dark with surprise, or possibly fear. 


“Sssssss!” she hissed, baring her teeth. 

The girl rocked back, unsure what to do. “Here,” she said, holding out the 
ball. “This is yours.” 

The only answer was the woman’s steady groaning. 

Heart pounding, she tried to think. It was hard to concentrate here. The air felt 
thick, and her mind seemed slow. The flaming creature hovered behind her. 

Unsure what to do, but knowing she had to help, she leaned forward. “Please,” 
she whispered. She started to place the ball into the woman’s hands, but the fire 
elemental shook his head. “She must take it from you herself.” 

The girl took the woman’s thin wrist, tugging it away from her knees until her 
hand flopped open. “Take it,” the girl said, holding out the ball. 

For the first time, the woman looked up. Her confused eyes moved from the 
girl to the swirling, blue globe. 

The girl held the ball out to her. “Yes, that’s it. Take the ball.” 

As if in a trance, the woman reached out a pale, shaking hand and touched the 
ball. A shock shot up the girl’s arm. The woman’s eyes snapped wide open. Her 
mouth gaped. Gripping the ball in her hand, she jumped to her feet. 

“Why?” she howled. Her face contorted with pain. She held out both hands as 
though warding off an attacker. “No!” she screeched. “Don’t touch me!” 

The girl fell backward. What was happening? What was wrong? She looked 
up at Chaos, shocked to see his face blazing with demonic humor. He was 
enjoying the woman’s pain and fear. The girl jumped up and lunged forward, 
meaning to pull the ball from the woman’s grip. 

But the wrinkled figure waved her hands, the globe still clutched between her 
fingers, and backed away from a terror only she could see. “My magic!” she 
wailed. “What have you done with it?” Her eyes locked on some unseen danger, 
and she threw out her arms. “Don’t! Please, stop!” 

Panicked, the girl reached for the ball, but her fingers caught on the neckline 
of the woman’s gown instead. At the same time, the woman threw back her head 
and screeched in pain. 

The girl fell backward, sucking in a shocked breath. She tried to tear her eyes 
from the sight of what was before her, but couldn’t. Her gaze felt locked on the 
woman’s neck. 

Stretching across the front of the pale, white skin was a deep, bloodless gash. 


12: No Way Out 


A second fire elemental charged into the room so quickly that he was only a 


blur of flame and a blast of heat until he stood in front of her. “What are you 
doing?” the creature roared, and the girl found herself pushing her body into a 
crack in the wall like the screaming woman. 

Chaos had looked frightening, but the fiery monster in front of her was truly 
terrifying. He towered above her, with shoulders as broad as she was tall, and 
arms that looked strong enough to smash boulders. In one hand, he carried a 
flaming mace burning so brightly that the spiked ball at the end was like a tiny 
sun. The beast had the thick neck and head of a bull, with horns that curved 
wickedly out and up on either side. But his mouth was filled with flaming, 
dagger-sharp fangs. She thought he might be a minotaur. 

His burning, red eyes glared at her as he jabbed the mace in the woman’s 
direction. “Did you do that?” 

The girl opened her mouth, but no words came out. 

His lips pulled back in disgust, the minotaur turned to the woman and swung 
the mace at her hands, which were still clutching the glowing ball. 

“No!” the girl shouted. She threw her arms in front of her face, expecting the 
woman to be crushed by the blazing weapon. Instead, the monster pulled up at 
the last second, and the mace only tapped the woman’s fingers, sending the ball 
rolling out of her reach. The flames didn’t blister her skin. As soon as the ball 
left her hands, the woman stopped screaming and collapsed back into her 
crevice. 

The minotaur turned to the girl. His massive chest heaved, and his brows 
bunched over his eyes. “What were you thinking? Why would you do a thing 
like that?” 

The girl gulped. “I didn’t... I had no idea...” 

In the back of the cavern, rocks clattered down the sloping floor. The 
elemental spun around and spotted Chaos trying to slip from the room unnoticed. 

“You,” he snarled. 

Chaos broke for the doorway, but the minotaur was too quick. In three leaping 
steps, he crossed the floor, lifted his mace, and brought it down with a sickening 


crunch on the fire elemental’s back. Flames exploded across the room as if a 
meteor had struck. 

The blow should have crushed the horse-creature’s body, but he leaped to his 
feet as if the weapon had barely touched him. With a shout of his own, he spun 
around and kicked both rear hooves into the minotaur’s chest. As the bull-headed 
creature stumbled backward, Chaos leaped forward, pulled out his dagger, and 
stabbed the minotaur’s muscular neck. 

Soon the two of them were locked in what appeared to be a fight to the death. 
Rocks splintered and fire shot across the room in blinding gouts as the two 
beasts howled and clawed at each other. Pressing tighter into her crevice, the 
woman put her hands to her face and shook. 

“Stop it!” The girl jumped to her feet and charged toward the two battling 
creatures, unmindful of their swinging limbs and weapons. “Leave each other 
alone.” 

Neither of the elementals seemed to hear her, so she grabbed the biggest rock 
she could lift, hefted it over her head, and flung it at them. “Stop!” 

The rock bounced off the minotaur without appearing to cause any damage, 
but it got the fire elementals’ attention. With the mace halfway raised, the 
minotaur turned to stare at her. Teeth opened in a fiery snarl, Chaos stopped 
fighting as well. 

She stomped her bare foot against the floor and pointed to the weeping 
woman. “Can’t you that see you’re frightening her to death?” 

“She’s already dead,” Chaos hissed. 

“Shut your mouth,” the minotaur growled. He raised his mace, and Chaos 
drew back his dagger, but before they could resume fighting, the girl stepped 
between them. 

She’d seen how the flames of the minotaur’s mace hadn’t hurt the woman. 
Still, she clenched her teeth as she approached the fiery creatures, expecting to 
get burned. Instead, the flames came right up to her skin—enveloped her in a 
shimmering, orange curtain—then curled away. She could feel the heat, but it 
didn’t harm her. 

“Go away.” The minotaur shoved her gently, but she threw all of her weight 
against him. 

“T’m not leaving until you two agree to stop fighting.” Despite her best efforts, 
her feet slid across the floor, though she could tell that the elemental wasn’t 
using a fraction of his strength. 

“T’ve got better things to do.” The minotaur grunted and got to his feet. He 
eyed Chaos warily. “You’re no match for me anyway.” 

“Eat smoke, Magma,” Chaos said. He bared his teeth and flicked his fiery 


tongue, but the minotaur seemed to have lost his taste for fighting. He rested his 
weapon on one shoulder and started for the doorway. 

“Wait,” the girl called. “Magma? Is that your name?” 

“Pyrinths and humans do not speak to one another,” the minotaur said without 
stopping. “I’ve already said more than I should have.” 

She hurried after him into a dimly lit passage. “Someone has to tell me who I 
am and why I’m here.” 

“That’s what I was trying to do when we were so tactlessly interrupted,” 
Chaos said, trotting up behind her. 

Magma stopped. He lowered his head, but did not look back. “That’s why you 
gave the woman her retinentia. Her memories.” 

At first, the girl had no idea what he was talking about. Then she understood. 
“The blue ball? Is that what it’s called? I didn’t know she would react like that.” 

“You terrified her,” the minotaur growled. 

Chaos placed a fiery hand on her elbow. “Ignore him. You helped a poor 
woman suffering from amnesia to remember who she is. You gave her back her 
memories. Is that such a bad thing?” 

Magma turned, hands clenched on the handle of his mace. “Memories she’d 
been trying to forget for hundreds of years.” 

Why would someone want to forget who they were? The girl looked from the 
glowering minotaur to Chaos, who covered the smile on his serpentine face with 
one hand, as though waiting for the punchline of an especially good joke. 

Magma growled and slammed his mace to the ground, cracking the stone at 
his feet. “Three days after she was married, her husband stole her magic, 
dragged her into the woods, and slit her throat. As he watched her die, he 
explained that he’d never loved her and had married her only for her money and 
power. He later blamed her death on thieves and remarried before the end of the 
year. Can you see why she might want to forget such a traumatizing 
experience?” 

She stared up at Chaos, pushing his hand from her arm. “You knew?” 

Magma sneered. “That’s how he breaks up his pathetic existence. By making 
humans suffer.” 

The girl felt sick to her stomach. 

Chaos ran a thumb along the blade of his dagger. “You asked who you are. 
How you got here.” He pointed his dagger at the ground behind her, where the 
blue ball she’d handed the woman lay pulsing on the ground. No, it wasn’t the 
woman’s. She could see that one back in the room they’d left. Was this... ? 

“Your retinentia,” Chaos said. “Your memories. Touch it, and all of your 
questions will be answered.” 


With her eyes locked on the blue clouds swirling inside the globe, she stepped 
toward it. Her memories. She reached out, and a powerful hand blocked her way. 

“Have you learned nothing?” Magma shouted, pulling her back. “Do you want 
to experience your worst nightmare again?” 

She tried to pull away, but the fire elemental’s grip was too strong. “What 
makes you think my memories are bad? Why would . . .” Her voice faltered as 
Magma and Chaos shared a meaningful look. 

The minotaur sighed. “You didn’t tell her.” 

Chaos held up his hands. “Pyrinths and humans do not speak to each other,” 
he said, mimicking Magma’s gravelly voice. 

Magma bared his teeth, and Chaos danced nimbly away. 

“What?” the girl demanded. “Who am I? Why am I here?” 

“You’re here because you’re dead,” Chaos said. 

She stared at the fire elemental, thinking that surely this was another of his 
perverse jokes. But neither he nor Magma were laughing. 

The minotaur lifted his mace as if it were no heavier than a piece of 
parchment and turned it in his hands. “Your magic was taken from you,” he said 
in a voice that sounded old and tired. “You were killed by someone you love.” 

Something cold and sharp drilled into the girl’s chest. She stared at the blue 
ball with growing horror. “No. You’re lying. Both of you. How could you know 
that?” 

“Tt’s the only way to get here,” Magma said. “It’s bad enough that we’re stuck 
here, but the only visitors we get are sent because they have no magic and their 
lives were taken by someone they love. It’s like some kind of great cosmic joke.” 
He kicked a stone toward the glowing ball. “Be glad your memories were taken 
from you.” 

She put her hands to her mouth. Dead. She was dead. It couldn’t be true, yet 
she sensed that it was. Not only was she dead, but she’d been murdered by 
someone she loved. If that was true of all the people here, no wonder they acted 
like they did. 

“Do I have ...aname?” she whispered. 

“Call yourself whatever you like,’ Chaos said. “Queen, Warrior princess, 
Master of all. Pick any name you like.” He chuckled. “Not that anyone will use 
it.” 

He was cruel but right. What did a name matter? Still, she need to call herself 
something. “Turnip,” she said at once. “Pll call myself Turnip.” 

“Turnip.” Chaos grinned. “That’s unique.” 

She had no idea why she’d picked that name; it was the first thing that had 
come into her head. “Now that I know why I’m here, what am I supposed to 


do?” 

“Do?” The minotaur looked genuinely confused. “There’s nothing to do. Stay 
with your own kind.” He glared at Chaos. “And the Pyrinths will stay away from 
you.” 

She couldn’t do nothing. “There’s a man back there,” she said, pointing the 
way she had come. “I think he must have had a garden before he was k—before 
he died. He asked for flowers. Do you know where I can find some?” 

Chaos burst into startled laughter. “Turnip wants flowers. Smoke and embers. 
Magma, go help her pick some flowers.” 

The minotaur grimaced. “Look around you,” he said. “Do you see any flower 
gardens? What you see is all there is—fire and rock.” 

The cold, sharp pain that had been growing inside her turned to panic. She 
was stuck in a world of rock and fire with these . . . monsters? No wonder the 
people here were the way they were. 

“T can’t stay here.” She grabbed Chaos by the wrist. “Help me get out.” 

“There is no way out,” the elemental said. 

“No.” She turned to Magma. “You’re fire elementals, you have magic. Set me 
free. Ill pay any price.” 

Magma turned away. “You don’t understand. Fire Keep is a prison, for us as 
much as for you. If there were a way out, we would have used it long ago.” 

“But your magic. There must be a way.” 

“We have no magic,” the minotaur growled. “It was taken from us the same 
way yours was taken from you. There is no magic in Fire Keep.” 

Her heart raced, and her vision blurred as tears streamed down her cheeks. 
“You’re lying! There must be a way out.” 

A slithering sound came from farther down the tunnel, and the darkness 
disappeared as a lizard-like creature crawled into view. The long fiery tail 
dragging behind him made the shh-shh-shh noise as his nails clicked on the 
stone. In one hand, he clutched a thick, flaming book. 

“They sssspeak the truth,” he hissed with a wise and knowing look on his 
face. “The only way out of Fire Keep is through magic. But there is no magic 
here. I’m afraid you are trapped in Fire Keep forever.” 


13: A Meeting 


Marcus held his breath and listened. Something was in the room with him. He 


could hear it skitter across the damp floor, pause, then move again. He strained 
to see into the darkness, but it was no use. Barely enough light came through the 
crack under the door to suggest a vague outline of the cell he’d been locked in 
since he was dragged here. 

The sound came again. Clitter-scratch. The sound of tiny claws on stone. 
Clitter-scratch. It was getting closer. He could imagine something with sharp 
teeth and furry skin touching his bare feet any minute. 

Instinctively he reached for fire to light the room. Instead of magic flowing 
through him, something slick and revolting attempted to force its way into his 
body. It was like taking a drink of cool water, only to discover that the glass was 
filled with vile, black sludge. He choked and tried to spit the taste out of his 
mouth, but his parched tongue and lips were unable to gather enough saliva. 

He had no idea how long he’d been in the cell, but it had been this way since 
he’d been captured. Every time he called magic, something sick and revolting 
attacked him instead. He had the feeling that if he kept trying, then eventually 
whatever was working at getting inside him would succeed. 

The sound came again. He rattled the chains stretching his arms above his 
head and pinning his ankles to the wall. Arcs of pain raced up his shoulders and 
into his nearly numb hands. 

“Help! Someone let me out of here.” 

Footsteps sounded outside the room, and a moment later, the lock clicked, and 
a twisted figure with wide eyes and a beak-like nose that made him look like an 
Owl stepped through the door. Light flooded the cell, and Marcus squinched his 
eyes shut. But not before he saw a spider with a hairy, black body the size of his 
fist, and spiny legs lifting it a good six inches off the floor. 

Less than a foot from Marcus, the spider froze for a second, then scuttled 
toward a hole in the wall. The owl-faced creature was too quick. It raced across 
the room on bent legs, snatched up the spider, and crushed it with a sound like 
breaking egg shells. 

Green goop leaked from between the creature’s fingers as it shoved the spider 


into its beak with a muffled crunching and smacking sound. 

Marcus’s stomach rolled over, and if he’d have eaten anything in the last 
twenty-four hours, it surely would have come back up. 

“Please.” Marcus’s voice cracked. “Let me out of here.” 

The hunched creature turned to study him with unblinking gold eyes the size 
of saucers. 

Marcus tried to ignore the line of green spider ichor dripping down the side of 
its beak. “If you help me, I can get you anything you want.” 

“Quarg,” the creature squawked. Was it agreeing to help him, refusing, or just 
making noise? For all he knew, it couldn’t understand a word he’d said. It 
shuffled to the door, and he braced himself to be plunged back into darkness. 
Instead, the owl-faced man went outside the cell and returned with a weathered 
wooden bucket. Water splashed over the rim as the creature carried it across the 
cell. 

Marcus’s mouth, which had been too dry to spit a moment earlier, began to 
salivate at the thought of a drink. It was only as the figure drew the bucket back 
and swung it toward him that he realized what was about to happen. He barely 
had time to open his mouth before ice-cold liquid splashed across his face and 
body. 

“Stik,” the owl-man said in a hooting kind of voice that was difficult to 
understand. 

Marcus licked as much of the water trickling down his face as he could. The 
drops felt incredible on his cracked lips, but there weren’t nearly enough of 
them. 

“Stik,” the creature repeated. 

Marcus stuck out his tongue to lick the last of the water from above his chin. 
“T don’t know what you’re saying.” 

“Stik. Was.” The owl man pointed to Marcus then rubbed its gnarled hands 
over its body. 

“Stick was what?” Marcus asked. If the words held some kind of meaning, he 
was too tired to figure it out. 

With an angry caw, the creature stepped forward, patted a hand in the puddle 
of water at Marcus’s feet, and wiped its palm across its body. 

All at once, Marcus understood what the little creature was trying to say, and 
despite his pain and exhaustion, he couldn’t help laughing. “Stink, wash,” he 
said in a hoarse voice. “You’re telling me that I stink and need to wash, aren’t 
you?” 

“Quarg, quarg,” the man squawked excitedly. 

Apparently, Marcus had gotten it right. “Try hanging in this stinking wet hole 


for a few hours then see if you stink.” Sniffing, Marcus realized the man didn’t 
need to hang around here to stink. The stench of rotted meat flowed off him like 
some foul perfume. 

“Was,” the man repeated. 

Marcus shook the chains, grimacing at his aching arms. “How am I supposed 
to wash with my hands chained above my head?” 

The expression on the owl face was priceless. Its already big eyes opened 
wider still, and it cocked its head. It reached into a pocket with bent fingers and 
pulled out a key ring. With surprising dexterity for someone with such crooked 
limbs, it unlocked Marcus’s arms and legs. The moment the chains were 
released, Marcus collapsed into the puddled water. Barely able to move his arms, 
he wet one palm and licked his fingers. 

“Was!” The owl man darted forward and kicked him in the ribs. 

Marcus hissed and jerked away. “Don’t touch me.” He balled his hands into 
fists. As weak as he was, though, and with no magic, he might not be able to 
fight something even as weak as this creature. Marcus scooped what little water 
remained in the bucket into his hand and used it to scrub off as much of the dirt 
and sweat from his body as he could. 

The owl man watched for a moment before limping out of the room. 

Marcus eyed the open door, wondering if his legs were strong enough to make 
a run for it. Before he could decide, the man returned and tossed Marcus’s robe 
and staff on the floor. No words were needed for Marcus to know what the 
creature wanted. Using the staff to hold his weight, he forced himself painfully 
to his feet and pulled the robe on over his head. He had barely gotten his arms 
through the sleeves when the creature jabbed him in the back. 

“Out.” 

Marcus glared at the bird-like man. “When I get my magic back, 
Thanksgiving is coming early and yov’ll be the main course.” 

The creature hooted what might have a laugh. 

The tunnel was lit by only a couple of torches. Still, after all the time he’d 
spent in the darkness, Marcus was forced to cup a hand over his eyes until they 
adjusted. 

“Did he wash?” a voice asked. 

Marcus turned to find another owl man standing beside him. Although this 
one was as twisted as the first, and its body seemed to be coated in some kind of 
green mold, it emanated a sense of authority. 

“Stik,” the first owl man said. 

“Yes. It stinks. But no amount of water will wash that off. Its kind all smell 
that way.” 


“Look who’s talking,” Marcus said. “You smell like someone rubbed you 
down with gopher guts and left you in the sun to rot.” 

“You would be wise to watch your mouth.” The moldy creature snapped its 
fingers, and a pair of two-headed dogs—each with eight legs—came around the 
corner. The dogs’ ribs stood out like fence posts from their emaciated bodies. 
Saliva dripped from their twin tongues as they panted hungrily in Marcus’s 
direction. “I was commanded to bring you. Nothing was said about how many 
pieces you had to be in.” 

The creature turned and started down the tunnel. With the dogs close behind 
him, Marcus hurried to follow. 

“Who are you taking me to?” Marcus knew he’d been captured by the Dark 
Circle, but he wasn’t sure where they’d taken him. 

“You’ll find out soon enough,” the creature said, swiftly climbing a twisting 
staircase. 

“Hold up,” Marcus said. “I can’t walk as fast as you.” With his bad leg, and 
after hours in chains, he could barely walk at all, but that wasn’t the only reason 
he wanted the creature to slow down. “Get me out of here, and Pll get you 
whatever reward you want.” 

“A reward?” the owl man asked. 

“Sure. You don’t have to get me out. Show me the way, and Pll go on my 
own. You can say I hit you over the head and escaped.” Marcus eased up next to 
him, trying not to gag from the smell. “I know an air elemental who can make 
diamonds and gold out of nothing.” 

“Do you?” A voice asked from the top of the stairs. “That’s quite fascinating. 
Tell me more of these mystical powers.” 

Marcus looked up to see a figure made of colorful gemstones. As he watched, 
the figure changed from gems to gold coins, and then to glittering jewels. It was 
the same thing he’d seen Divum do dozens of times. But this wasn’t her. It was 
her partner. The one who had sided with the Dark Circle. 

Marcus limped up the stairs. “Calem.” He muttered the name like a curse. 
“You’re the one who had me captured?” 

The Aerisian chuckled merrily. “If this was my plan, I’d have made it much 
more amusing, like having you delivered one limb at a time, or impaled on the 
beak of a gryphon.” 

“Pd have had him drowned the moment I found him,” another voice said. A 
large man with a heavy, gold crown came into view as Marcus reached the top of 
the stairs. 

Marcus hadn’t seen Tide in over a year, but his stomach clenched at the sight 
of the former king of the water elementals, who had tried to have him and Kyja 


killed. Close behind came Nizgar-Gharat, the land elementals Marcus had taken 
the scepter from after they’d stolen it and trapped Cascade and the rest of the 
Fontasians inside Water Keep. 

“Drowning is a ssssuperb idea,” hissed the purple lizard head. “Then boil him 
to make sure he’s really dead.” 

All three of the elementals were behind this. He should have known that 
somehow they were the ones blocking his magic. 

“T don’t know why we’ve kept him alive this long,” said the green head of 
Nizgar-Gharat, its tongue flickering. 

“He is alive because the Master commands it,” the owl-headed man said. 

At the word Master, icy bumps formed on Marcus’s skin. The head of the 
Dark Circle. He tried not to let his fear show, but how could he not be terrified at 
the thought of a being powerful enough to control not only an army of dark 
wizards but Summoners as well? 

The elementals must have been as frightened as he was at the mention of their 
leader’s name, because they all went silent. 

“You spoke of a reward,” the owl man said to Marcus. “A reward is in store. 
But it will be for you, not for me. The Master has been looking forward to giving 
it to you.” 

Marcus couldn’t help himself; he turned to run back down the stairs, but the 
two-headed dogs were blocking his way. Tide grabbed one of his arms, and 
Calem took the other. 

“Let’s help you along, shall we?” Calem said, turning his body into a swarm 
of wasps, scorpions, and other stinging creatures. “I have a feeling this will be 
more entertaining than spearing you on a gryphon beak would have been.” 

Locked between the two elementals, Marcus was dragged down a hallway 
lined with all manner of weapons. Several of the weapons’ tips were dark with 
what looked like dried blood—as though they’d been recently used. Is that what 
the Master planned on doing to him? Would the Master kill him right away, or 
would he be tortured first? 

Cold sweat soaked the back of his robe. Why would Graehl bring him here? 
He still couldn’t believe that the man he’d come to think of as a friend had 
betrayed him. He hoped Riph Raph had managed to escape. Marcus hadn’t seen 
the skyte since one of the dark wizards hit him with a lightning bolt. 

At last they stopped in front of a gleaming red door. Tide took Marcus’s hand 
and forced it toward a brass latch. As his fingers neared the metal, a pair of 
talons that were mounted at the center of the door snapped close on his hand. 

Marcus gasped, but felt no pain. A second later, the talons released him and 
the door swung open revealing a smoky interior. As the elementals pushed him 


forward and stepped away, Marcus’s legs shook so hard that it was all he could 
do to keep from falling to the ground. 

Two red eyes blazed through the smoke, and a dry voice said, “Come in, 
Marcus. I’ve been waiting a very long time to meet you.” 


14: The Only Way 


Ciinging to his staff like a piece of driftwood in a raging ocean, Marcus limped 


through the doorway. Smoke curled around his head so thickly, it was impossible 
to make out anything more than a foot away. His thoughts swirled with the 
smoke. 

How many times had Kyja told him that he was too impulsive? How much 
trouble could he have avoided by stopping to think before taking rash actions? 
And now, he was here, unable to do anything to help her because, once again, he 
thought he knew more than anyone else. True, he’d been trying to save her. But 
what did that matter when he’d failed so miserably—again? 

Not only that, but despite his hope that Riph Raph had escaped, there was a 
good chance that the skyte was dead. Marcus was responsible for that, as well. 
Whatever happened to him here, he’d failed everyone who’d put their trust in 
him. He deserved whatever he got—torture, death, unimaginable pain. He 
deserved it all for what he’d done, but his legs trembled at the thought. 

Steeling himself against what waited for him, he pushed deeper into the room. 
The smoke grew so thick that his eyes began to water, and his lungs burned. 
What this it? Was he sent here to suffocate? Maybe the clouds were poisonous 
gas. He thought about turning back but had no idea which direction was back. 

Gasping for breath, he stepped forward, and the smoke disappeared. It didn’t 
thin or fade; it was simply gone. He wiped his eyes and stared, unable 
understand what he was seeing. He’d expected a torture chamber or a dark pit 
where he’d be beaten and questioned. Instead, he was standing in a candlelit 
banquet hall. Chandeliers cast a cheery glow, gold mirrors and silk tapestries 
covered the walls, and a huge table in the center was filled to overflowing with 
food. 

A hooded figure at one end of the table waved a hand. “Please, make yourself 
at home. Eat. Drink.” 

This was obviously a trap of some kind. Marcus shook his head and remained 
where he was. “Pll stand.” 

“Sit,” said a voice to his right. Marcus turned to find Graehl at his side. 
“You’ll need the strength.” 


“Get away from me.” Marcus stumbled from the man, unable to believe that 
the traitor would dare show his face, let alone act like he was still some kind of 
friend. 

Graehl shook back his long hair and sighed. “It’s not what you think.” 

Marcus bared his teeth. “You lied to me. You said we were going to recue 
Kyja. By now she’s gone for good, and Riph Raph’s probably dead too.” He 
reached for magic but again gagged at the blackness that nearly overwhelmed 
him. 

The man at the table chuckled. “You told me he was a feisty one.” 

Graehl reached out a hand, but Marcus slapped it away. 

“You have every right to be angry with me,” Graehl said. “I know you think I 
lied. But I brought you here because it’s the only chance to save Kyja. I would 
have brought the skyte, too, but he recovered and flew away before we could 
catch him.” 

Marcus knew it was all a lie, and yet, as he stared into Graehl’s eyes, he was 
almost positive the man was telling the truth. But how could that be? How could 
kidnapping him and bringing him to the Dark Circle help Kyja? 

“Hear what I have to say,” the Master said. “If you still want to leave when 
we’re done talking, Pl let you go.” 

Marcus glared at him. “How am I supposed to trust a man who won’t show his 
face?” 

Graehl sucked in a breath; Marcus wondered if he’d gone too far. He stared at 
the dark features inside the cloak. 

“You can see me. Why can’t I see you?” 

Graehl began to answer. “It’s not—” 

But the Master cut him off. “He makes a valid point. A wizard needs to look 
another wizard in the eyes if he is to take him into his trust.” He reached up with 
two wrinkled hands, grasped the sides of his cowl, and slowly pulled it down. 

Marcus stared. He’d expected to see almost anything—a monster, a skull, 
features twisted into a shape completely unrecognizable. What he hadn’t 
expected was a face almost as familiar his own. “You look just like...” 

He couldn’t complete the sentence, because what he was seeing was 
impossible. But the resemblance was too hard to miss. Except for the long scar 
that ran from this man’s right eye to the corner of his mouth, everything else— 
the strong jaw, gray beard, and twinkling eyes—might have belonged to .. . 
Master Therapass. 

The bearded face broke into a smile. “I’m afraid he doesn’t like to admit that 
we’re related.” He took a knife from a silver platter in front of him and cut a leg 
from the large, roasted bird. “You’d think he’d be proud that his younger brother 


is the only other living master wizard.” 

“I don’t believe it.” Marcus turned to Graehl, who looked as stunned as he 
felt. “Did you... ?” 

Graehl shook his head. “I had no idea.” 

The Master bit into his chicken and smacked his lips. “Come, eat. It’s quite 
delicious.” 

None of this was what he’d expected. Graehl took Marcus’s arm, and they 
walked to the table in stunned silence. He and Graehl sat beside one another at 
the table. Although Marcus didn’t trust the wizard, he couldn’t stop his stomach 
from rumbling at the smell of hot meat, fresh bread, and roasted vegetables. 

Graehl filled a goblet with water, and Marcus gulped it down greedily. 

The Master nodded. “Much more civilized.” 

Marcus tried to ignore the basket of rolls, which looked as soft and fluffy as 
clouds. “How can you be brothers? You’re enemies.” 

The Master took a bite of what looked like a spiky yellow melon and patted 
his chin with his napkin. “That may be true—now. But that wasn’t always the 
case. We were quite close as youths. He taught me some of my first spells.” 

Marcus didn’t understand. After all their time together, why wouldn’t Master 
Therapass have told him this? He knew the wizard had been connected to the 
Dark Circle a long time ago, but the two men were brothers? As if his hand had 
a mind of its own, it reached for a slice of pink- and orange-swirled cheese. But 
he pulled back at the last minute. How could he think of eating? 

“You said there’s a way to rescue Kyja, but Master Therapass would have told 
me if that were true.” 

“My brother has misled you about many thing, including the meaning of that 
mark on your arm.” 

Marcus found himself reaching for a slice of cheese again; his robe sleeve had 
pulled up, revealing part of the scar on his shoulder. He yanked it down. “What 
do you know about my scar?” 


The Master stabbed a sausage link with his fork, held it up to his nose, and 
inhaled. “First we eat. Then we talk.” 

“No,” Marcus said. “I’m not eating anything until you tell me how to save 
Kyja. Assuming you’re not lying about that and everything else.” 

The Master ladled steaming soup into his bowl. “I promise to tell you nothing 
but the truth. Whether you choose to believe me is up to you. But I’ve had a long 
day, and I’m not saying another word until I’ve eaten. You can sit and watch, or 
you can eat. It will be the first of several choices you must make soon.” 

Graehl forked a slice of meat onto Marcus’s plate and set one of the delicious- 


looking rolls next to it. “Eating will help you think straight.” 

Marcus stared at him, wanting to believe Graehl, but unable to forget his 
treachery. But Marcus was hungry, and if they wanted to poison him, there were 
easier ways to do it. Grudgingly, he cut into the meat. Soon his hunger won out 
over his distrust, and he found himself digging into everything he could reach 
until his belly felt like it would burst. 

At last he put his knife and fork aside. “Okay. We’ve eaten. Now tell me how 
to bring Kyja back.” 

The Master watched Marcus over the rim of his goblet then set it aside. 
Graehl, who had eaten very little, rested his hands on the table, his face 
unreadable. 

“First, I must ask you a question,” the wizard said. “I’m sure my brother 
explained that you are destined to save Farworld. But has he ever told you what 
you are to save it from?” 

“From you,” Marcus said at once. 

He expected the Master to be offended, but the man only smiled. “Exactly 
what I would have expected. But think about this: When the prophecy was made, 
neither he nor I was alive. The prophecy spoke of a divide to be closed. What 
divide could it possibly have been referring to? No Dark Circle existed at the 
time.” 

Marcus guessed he’d known that, but he’d never given it a lot of thought. “I’m 
sure the prophecy was talking about evil. And the Dark Circle is evil. You want 
to destroy Farworld.” 

The Master sat back in his chair. “Let’s say that that’s true. Say, that for some 
unfathomable reason, I want to destroy the very world I live in. What about 
Earth? Your friend is supposed to save it from what? Me again? I admit I’ve sent 
a few of my men there, but am I really such a great threat to destroy both worlds 
that a pair of saviors would be required to stop me?” 

Marcus chewed his lower lip. He didn’t know enough about Earth to 
understand what danger it might be in. But with all the technology there, it 
seemed unlikely that the Dark Circle could be that much of a threat to it. He 
turned to Graehl, but the man had no answer. 

“Give it some thought,” the Master said. “We’ll return to the subject later. My 
second question gets to the heart of the matter: How much do you want to save 
your friend?” 

A lump formed in Marcus’s throat, making it hard to speak. “More than 
anything.” 

Graehl coughed into his hand, and the Master glanced over at him. “My 
brother would tell you that she is beyond your reach,” the wizard said. “That is 


not the case.” 

He waved a hand, and the wall of smoke Marcus had entered through began to 
swirl and shift. As Marcus stared at the clouds, he began to see something 
behind them. A cave of some kind came into focus, with dark rock walls. Flames 
danced on the ceiling and floors. As the smoke cleared, he could discern figures 
that appeared to be made out of fire—a powerful creature with horns, a monster 
with the head of a serpent with the body of a horse, and a lizard with a thick 
book. They all seemed to be listening to someone. 

The scene shifted ever so slightly, revealing a girl in a long, white gown. As 
soon as Marcus saw her, his heart exploded. “Kyja!” he shouted, leaping out of 
his chair. His leg collapsed under him and he would have fallen if Graehl hadn’t 
grabbed him around the waist and held him back. 

It was her. She was really there. He would have known if the Master were 
pulling some kind of trick. She looked pale, but he thought he’d never seen 
anything more beautiful in his life. Although he couldn’t hear her voice, she 
looked to be arguing with the fire creatures. 

“Let me go!” he cried, struggling to wriggle away. “I have to get to her.” His 
staff had fallen somewhere on the floor, but he didn’t care. He’d crawl to her if 
he had to. 

“You reach her,” Graehl said, fighting to hang on to him. “She’s not here. It’s 
only an image.” 

Marcus leaned back against the table, panting. “Why didn’t you show me 
before? Why didn’t Master Therapass?” 

“He didn’t because he can’t,” the Master said. “Or to put it better, he won t.” 

Marcus turned to stare at him. “What are you talking about?” 

The wizard smiled, and for a brief second, Marcus saw a flash of red in the 
man’s eyes. “The reason that Farworld and Earth are in danger. It’s not because 
of a man, or a group, or your so-called ‘evil.’” 

Marcus didn’t care about the prophecy right now; all he cared about was 
rescuing Kyja. 

The wizard seemed to read his mind. “You say you want to save your friend. 
But are you willing to do what it takes? That’s the real threat to our worlds— 
people unwilling to do what is required. To take what they want.” 

“I don’t understand,” Marcus said. “Pll pay whatever price you want. Pll give 
my life if I have to.” 

Graehl’s hands tightened on his waist. 

“Pm glad to hear that.” The Master smiled, and this time, the red flash was 
clear. 

Marcus stared at the wizard’s face, which no longer looked quite as much like 


Master Therapass’s. His heart froze as the Master’s words sunk in. 

To take what they want. 

The vile blackness that had been trying to force its way into him wasn’t 
blocking his magic. No, it was magic of a different kind. The only kind of magic 
in use here. 

His hands and feet felt numb as he shook his head. “Not dark magic.” He 
stared into Graehl’s eyes. “There has to be another way. I can’t.” 

Graehl looked away. 

“T’m sorry to hear that,” the Master said. “I thought you cared about her. But if 
you don’t save her this very minute, it will be too late.” He pointed a long, white 
finger toward the smoke wall. 

Marcus turned to see Kyja throw up her hands. She looked from one of the 
fire creatures to the other, dropped her head, and walked toward a swirling 
vortex of flames. 


15: The One 


The fiery lizard began to slither back down the tunnel, but the girl who now 


thought of herself as Turnip chased after him. 

“Wait!” 

The lizard paused. “Do you need something? I’m quite busy.” 

“Busy with what?” Turnip asked. 

The elemental seemed taken aback by her question. He flicked his tail and 
shifted the heavy volume he was holding from one arm to the other. “I don’t 
understand.” 

Turnip gave an exasperated sigh and brushed her hair out of her face. “From 
what I’ve seen so far, no one here appears to be doing anything worthwhile. 
What are you busy doing?” 

The lizard turned to the other fire elementals as though wanting some kind of 
explanation. The minotaur shrugged his massive shoulders. “Don’t blame me, 
Prud-entes. Chaos was the one who first talked to the human.” 

Chaos kicked a hoof. “At least she was interesting to talk with.” 

Turnip cocked an eyebrow at the lizard. “You’re not busy at all. You want to 
get rid of me.” 

Prudentes held out his book with a huff. “As it happens, I do want to get rid of 
you. I have a great deal of studying to do. And you’re keeping me from it.” 

“What kind of studying?” Turnip edged closer to the book, trying to see if she 
could make out any words on the cover. “Do you have other books? Can I read 
them? Are there any that explain what Fire Keep is and why I’m here?” 

Magma slammed his mace to the ground, fracturing the rock at his feet, and 
roared. “I told you that already. You’re here because you were murdered and 
your magic was stolen.” 

Chaos gave a sly smile. “He’s got a temper, if you didn’t notice.” 

Turnip stamped her foot on the ground, although the effect wasn’t nearly as 
dramatic as the minotaur’s mace. “That’s how I got here. Not why. You’re here 
because you’re fire elementals. From what I can tell, all you do is fight, argue, 
and complain. I can understand perfectly why you’re trapped here. No one 
would want you around them anyway. But who sent me here and why? What am 


I supposed to do?” 

All three Pyrinths looked genuinely confused and she felt as if she were 
dealing with a bunch of three-year-olds. She pointed to the book Prudentes was 
holding. “Can I read that?” 

“Absolutely not.” He clutched the book to his chest. “It’s written in Fire. You 
couldn’t read it if you tried.” 

Of course it was written in fire. Why did everything here have to be so 
frustrating? “Then will you tell me what it says?” 

“Tt’s instructions, mostly. About fire magic. How it can be used, what it can 
do, how to grant access or deny it. Being a fire elemental is a great 
responsibility.” 

“So you do have magic,” Turnip said. Now this was interesting. 

“We don’t have it,” Chaos said. “If we did, we wouldn’t be stuck here. We 
grant it to those who request it. Or we deny their requests.” He grinned as if that 
was his favorite part of being a Pyrinth. 

His claim made sense, in a strange sort of way. Fire elementals were the 
guardians of fire magic. They could choose who used it and for what reason. But 
they couldn’t use it themselves. Is that the way all magic worked? Were water 
elementals blocked from using water magic? She was almost certain they 
weren’t, but how could she know that when she’d never met one? 

Had she? 

She tried to remember what she knew about elementals, but the only thing 
should could come up with was a poem that, oddly enough, she could still recall: 


See the Lords of Water— 
Behind the waves they leap 


See the Lords of Land— 
Beneath the ground they sleep 


See the Lords of Air— 
Above the clouds they creep 


See the Lords of Fire— 
Around the flames they reap 


Water, Land, Air, Fire. 
Together the balance of Farworld they keep. 


Why did she feel as if she should know more than that? And why did knowing 
seem so important? Every time she tried to focus on the thought, something 
blocked her the same way her mind was blocked whenever she tried 
remembering anything about her past. Could elementals have something to do 
with why she was murdered? Is that why those memories were out of reach? 

“Let’s go,” Magma said. “This is a waste of time.” He and Prudentes walked 
down the passage. 

Chaos patted her back as he went by and whispered, “Find me if you decide to 
return more memories to the humans. Trust me, it’s the only entertainment you’ll 
get around here.” 

Turnip watched them go. She could ask the Pyrinths questions all day, but she 
had the feeling that it wouldn’t get her any closer to the answers she was 
seeking. She would look for them on her own. Although she couldn’t remember 
anything about her past, she was almost sure she was the kind of person who 
wasn’t afraid to figure things out for herself. 

Only .. . what if there were no answers? Or what if the answer was that she 
was stuck here for no reason, with nothing to do, and no way out, forever? Is that 
what had driven the rest of these people crazy? 

The first thing she had to do was make up for the mistakes she’d already 
made. Pulling her gown up to her knees so she could run faster, she hurried back 
to the woman with the slit throat. Turnip knelt in front of her, being sure to stay 
well away from the blue retinentia, and leaned close. 

“T’m sorry,” she said softly. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.” 

The woman gave no indication she saw Turnip at all. Maybe she didn’t. 
Maybe she was so far gone that she had no recognition of anything outside of 
her own pain. 

Turnip stood. What was the point of trying to help? She’d be better off finding 
someone who could at least talk back. 

But she couldn’t walk away, either. This was a real person with real feelings. 
The fire elementals might not see that, but she did. Even if the woman had 
stopped communicating, wasn’t it possible that somewhere inside, she could still 
understand what was happening? After all, she had definitely reacted to the 
return of her memories. 

She knelt again and gently took one of the woman’s hands in hers. Staring into 
the woman’s eyes, she tried to imagine what it must have been like to be 
murdered by the man she loved. If there was one thing that made humans 
special, it was their ability to feel compassion—to try to understand another 
person’s feelings although they might not have experienced the exact same 
feelings themselves. 


“Pm sorry for... what happened to you,” she hesitantly began. “And I want 
you to know that you didn’t deserve it.” 

The woman continued to rock and moan. 

Turnip tried again. “I don’t know if you can hear me, and I know I’m not very 
old. But I want you to know that no matter what he did to you, no matter what he 
might have said, you are a good person. He might have taken your magic, but . . 
.” Suddenly words came into her head as if someone else was saying them. “The 
real power of magic lies within you—it’s in who you are, what you do, and most 
importantly of all, what you may become.” 

Did she feel the woman squeeze her hand? 

Turnip squeezed back. “I care about you, and if you need anything, I’m here 
for you.” 

She wasn’t sure if the woman had heard her, but she thought that the moans 
were a little less troubled. And surprisingly, Turnip felt better too, as if she’d 
found at least a small part of her purpose for being here. 

The next task wasn’t nearly as easy. For a while, she thought it wouldn’t be 
possible at all. She searched through one cavern after another, often finding 
herself at a dead end where she had to turn around and start over. She’d nearly 
given up hope when she came across a sliver of rock twice as long as her pointer 
finger and so narrow that it looked like it would snap under the least bit of 
pressure. She thought it might be the tip of a stalactite that had fallen and 
shattered sometime in the past. 

Turning the stone in her hands, she smiled and thought of a way she could use 
it. Carefully, she took the hem of her gown and tore a length of fabric from it. 
Then she tied one end of the fabric to the tip of the rock sliver. Adjusting the 
cloth with her fingers so it curved out at the top like the bloom of a rose, she 
wound it carefully around the stone until there was barely enough to tuck under 
the bottom of the fabric—holding it all in place. 

She studied the finished work, looking from one side of it to the other. It 
wasn’t perfect, but under the circumstance, it was the best she could do. As she 
was admiring her work, something clattered behind her. She spun around, but 
nothing was there. 

“Hello?” she called. 

No one answered. 

Was Chaos up to more of his tricks? Hiding her creation within the fold of her 
robes, she moved silently to the entrance of the cavern. A few rocks were 
scattered on the passage floor, but they could have fallen on their own or been 
there for who knew how long. It didn’t matter. What she was about to do wasn’t 
something the fire elemental would be interested in anyway. 


It took her a few tries to locate the right passages, but eventually she found her 
way to the stone platform she’d awakened on. From there it was a short trip to 
the bearded man. 

He was still sitting on the floor, laughing at the blue ball. Was it possible that 
his retinentia contained happy memories? No, the Pyrinths had been clear on 
that. Suddenly shy and uncertain, she took what she’d made from her robe. 

For a moment, he continued to watch the ball. Then his eyes drifted from the 
retinentia to what she was holding. His mouth opened. 

“It’s not exactly what you asked for,” she said. “But I thought . . .” 

“Flower,” he whispered, his eyes gleaming. 

She smiled. “I was hoping it would look like one.” 

His eyes went from the stone-and-cloth flower to her. 

She held it out to him. “It’s for you.” 

With a gentleness bordering on reverence, he held out his open palms, and she 
lowered the stone into them. 

“Flower,” he whispered, holding it up to his face. He sniffed at the cloth 
blossom, and she felt a pang of sadness, afraid he’d be disappointed there was no 
scent of flowers. Instead, he broke into a huge grin. He sniffed again and sighed 
with contentment. 

Maybe in his mind, the flower smelled like something from his lost garden. 
She hoped so. 

A clattering sound came from behind her, and she spun around in time to see a 
flash of fire disappearing from the doorway. 

Chaos. She leaped to her feet and ran from the room. If he was planning on 
causing this poor man any harm, she’d take his dagger and . . . well she’d do 
something with it that he wouldn’t like. 

Outside, she saw the fire elemental disappearing around a bend in the tunnel. 
“Stop!” she shouted, racing as fast as she could. She turned the corner and found 
the Pyrinth glaring at her. 

It wasn’t Chaos, though. It was Magma. 

“Why were you spying on me?” she demanded, moving so close to the beast 
that she had to crane her neck to stare up at him. 

“Why were you bothering that human?” he snarled. “I told you to leave them 
alone.” 

Turnip felt her face grow hot. “I was trying to help.” 

“By torturing him the way you did the woman?” 

“No. I...” Her plan sounded stupid now that she had to say it out loud. “He 
asked me for a flower. I think because he misses his garden. I couldn’t find one, 
so I made a flower. Out of a piece of rock and some fabric from my gown.” 


The minotaur looked at her torn hem. He glanced back the way she had come. 

“T know it was dumb,” she said. “It’s just that they’re all alone, and no one is 
helping them. I thought it was the least I could do.” 

The minotaur stared at her for a moment, slammed his mace into one hand so 
hard it looked like it would rip his arm from its socket, and spun around. Without 
another word, he raced out of sight. 

Had she done something wrong again? She’d only been trying to help. How 
had she messed up? 

“Wait,” she called, running after him. She was tired of being confused. If they 
didn’t want her to cause any more trouble, one of them needed to explain what 
she’d done. But when she reached the end of the passageway, Magma was gone. 

She headed right, but found herself in an empty cavern. Retracing her steps, 
she went left. Soon she came to another fork. Which way should she go? The 
fire elementals’ home was like a huge maze. She had no idea how they managed 
to avoid getting lost. 

With no clue where she was or how to get back to where she’d started, she 
explored one path after another. More than once, she was almost positive that 
she was walking the same passage over and over. She had no concept of how 
long she’d been looking or how far she’d come. Time seemed strange here, and 
her legs never got tired or sore. 

She’d reached an intersection that looked like hundreds she’d already passed 
when she thought she heard voices coming from her right. Following the sound, 
she descended a gently spiraling passage to the foot of some stairs she was sure 
she’d never seen. 

Staying close to the wall, she crept up the steps, and the voices came clearer. It 
sounded like the Pyrinths were arguing. She made out more voices than the three 
she knew, and some sounded female. Were there female Pyrinths too? 

After dropping to her hands and knees, she crawled up one stair at a time. 

“There’s no reason to bring her here,” said a deep voice, which might have 
belonged to Magma. 

“You don’t think she’ll find us on her own?” a female voice asked. “You said 
yourself that she’s been exploring more than any of the others.” 

“What if she riles them up?” a third voice asked. “They could come here 
themselves.” 

“Perhaps she is the one.” 

“There is no one.” 

“The book says—” 

“The book says whatever you want it to. You can’t read it any more than the 
rest of us can.” 


She couldn’t keep track of who was speaking, but were they talking about 
her? Slowly, she climbed to the top of the stairs. As she did, a short section of 
tunnel leading into a huge, open cavern came into view. Dozens—maybe 
hundreds—of fire elementals glared and snarled at one another. 

A creature that looked more like a plant than an animal, except for the lobster- 
like pinchers on the ends of its arms, waved a fiery claw. “Throw her in,” the 
creature said in a high-pitched voice. “If she doesn’t come out, she isn’t the 
one.” 

Magma swung a fist that the plant creature barely avoided. “How about we 
throw you in?” he snarled, to general laughter around the room. 

“We aren’t throwing anyone in,” Prudentes said. “It doesn’t work that way. 
She has to choose to go in.” 

“Why would she do that?” asked a lumpy dog-looking thing, although it took 
Turnip a moment to realize that the dog thing was the one doing the speaking, 
because his words seemed to come from what she’d thought was the dog’s tail. 

Chaos turned in Turnip’s direction. She ducked, but it was too late. He pointed 
straight at her and said, “Ask her for yourself.” 


16: Into the Fire 


Tumip slowly rose from her crouch as the eyes of all the Pyrinths turned to her. 


None of them looked friendly except for Chaos, who wore his typical broad grin. 
“Didn’t I tell you she would come? That’s my girl.” 

She licked her lips, clasping her hands in front of her. “I heard voices.” 

“She’s a baby,” someone said. 

“They all look like babies,” said another. “So do you.” 

The first elemental jabbed a finger in the other’s eye, and the two of them, 
locked in combat, rolled out of sight. 

Turnip took one step forward and then another. The floor had a warped look as 
if the rock had melted and hardened over and over again in waves. 

When she was about to enter the room, Magma blocked her way, his brows 
lowered like a granite shelf over his eyes. “Go away.” 

Chaos stepped forward, dagger drawn. “You heard old scale face. She can do 
what she wants.” 

Magma raised a fist. “This is your fault.” 

Prudentes put a hand on each of the fire elementals’ shoulders and studied 
Turnip with slow, blinking eyes. “Did anyone ask you to come here?” 

She shook her head. “I found you myself.” 

A series of oohs and ahhs came from the room, and Prudentes pushed Chaos 
and Magma aside. “Let her through.” 

As she entered the room, all of the fire elementals stepped back. She glanced 
curiously around the cavern, the largest she’d seen by far—perhaps as big as all 
of the other rooms combined. At one end, a huge blue-and-orange tornado of fire 
swirled with loud, crackling flames. The Pyrinths followed her gaze with a kind 
of awe in their eyes. 

She turned to Magma. “You were talking about me, weren’t you?” 

“Yes,” Chaos said. 

Magma dropped a shoulder into Chaos’s chest, pushing him backward. “No 
we werent.” 

Prudentes held his book beneath his chin like some kind of talisman. “What 
do you want?” 


“To find out why I’m here,” she said at once. 

“See?” Chaos jabbed his dagger toward her. “She’s the one.” The Pyrinths 
standing behind him nodded, and a few even cheered. 

“She’s not,” Magma said. A few of the fire elementals murmured agreement, 
but most of them hissed and shook their heads. 

Turnip had no idea what they were talking about, and she was sick of veiled 
references she didn’t understand. “What one?” she asked. “Tell me who you 
think I am. What do you think I’m supposed to do?” 

Prudentes nodded. “Yes. You deserve to know.” He opened the book, and 
flames spilled out. “According to the Word of Fire, one will come to free us all.” 
Magma snorted. “You don’t know if it actually says that. You’re guessing.” 

Angry murmurs came from the crowd, stopping only when he turned to them 
and bared his fangs. 

“Free you from what?” Turnip asked. 

“From this,” the lizard said, waving an arm around the room. “From Fire 
Keep. Our prison.” 

“Our home,” Magma muttered. But no one was listening to him. 

Turnip nodded. “How do I free you?” 

“Enter the vortex and open the gate,” Chaos said, his eyes glittering as he 
glanced toward the spinning tornado of fire. 

Turnip looked at the swirling tornado of flames, which rose nearly to the 
ceiling. Her heart thudded against her chest. 

“She doesn’t have to—” Magma began. 

“I want to know what this is all about,” Turnip said, cutting him off. “Then PI 
decide for myself.” She looked for a place to sit and found a stone bench. “Tell 
me everything.” 

Prudentes stepped forward, and the rest of the elementals moved back. He 
cleared his throat, thin tongue flicking in and out. “According to the Word, when 
the elementals were created, they were divided from one another. Water hid from 
man to avoid his folly. Land went beneath the ground to gather and learn. Air 
became trapped above the clouds as a punishment for their cruelty, and Fire was 
locked away . . .” He paused before continuing, not quite as confidently. 
“Locked away because we were a danger to all.” 

Turnip sat up straight. “A danger?” 

“The book is unclear sometimes,” Chaos said. “One word may have a dozen 
different meanings. Danger could mean we were simply unknown or confusing.” 

“Now the book is unclear,” Magma said. 

Prudentes glared at them both. “It does appear that we were locked away 
because of our unpredictability—our tempers. But the book says that a time 


would come when the elements would be gathered to perform a great feat. When 
that time comes, one from outside our world will arrive to open the gates and 
free us.” 

That felt right somehow. That’s why she was here. She wasn’t sure how she 
knew, but she did. She stood up. “Pl do it.” 

As she walked toward the flames, a cheer went up from the crowd, but 
Magma grabbed her by the shoulder. “Don’t.” 

“Why not?” She twisted to pull out of his grip. “You want me to spend the rest 
of my life trapped here? Why don’t you want me to open the gates?” 

He squeezed his Mace until the handle cracked. “Because the vortex will 
destroy you before you ever get the chance.” 


i ne 


“What do you mean, ‘too late’?” Marcus asked, his eyes locked on Kyja’s 
image. 

The Master got up from the table, walked over, and placed an icy hand on 
Marcus’s elbow. “Right now you have a chance to bring her back. You can 
restore her to full health this very minute.” 

“So you can kill her?” Marcus spat. 

“T promise that if you bring her back, I will make sure that not a single hair on 
her head is harmed. I give you my solemn word.” 

Kyja, who had been walking toward the flames, stopped and looked up at the 
horned creature holding the mace. The sight of her made Marcus’s heart ache so 
badly, he thought it would shatter into a billion tiny shards. But dark magic? He 
couldn’t. 

“Tf, however, you fail to reach her before she enters that pyre of death, she will 
be beyond the power of my magic.” The wizard squeezed Marcus’s elbow like a 
vise. 

Marcus turned to Graehl. “Is it true?” 

The man nodded, his eyes locked on Marcus’s. “Not even dark magic will not 
bring her back if she enters the flames.” 
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Magma shook his head, horns slicing the air. “The vortex will destroy you.” 

“Don’t listen to him,” Chaos said. “He has no idea what will happen.” 

Magma slammed his mace into Chaos’s chest, sending him reeling across the 
room. 

“What are you doing?” Turnip shouted, slapping at the minotaur’s arm. “I’m 


not afraid of fire. It doesn’t hurt me here.” 

“Don’t you think we’d have entered the vortex if that were made of normal 
fire? It’s not. The vortex is a gateway to the outside world. But the gates are 
locked with magic. You can’t get past them.” 

She turned to Prudentes, a question in her eyes. 

“Tt’s true,” the lizard said. “The gates are protected by powerful magic meant 
to keep us in. Without magic. . .” He shrugged his scaly shoulders. “I don’t see 
how you can survive.” 

She tugged at the sleeves of her gown. “Maybe the book is wrong. Maybe I 
can get through. If I can’t, I’ll come back.” 

Magma snorted. “You can’t come back. The vortex is a one-way path. 
Everyone who has tried to go through has been destroyed. They aren’t telling 
you to enter because they think you’ll be any different. They want you to go in 
because they are stupid and selfish, and they don’t care whether you destroy 
yourself or not.” 

She balled her hands into fists. “And if I stay? What then?” 

He opened his mouth, then closed it. 

“Tell me, what I’m supposed to do if I stay here? Tell me where Pll go, what 
my life will be like.” 

Magma had no answer for her. 

“T’d rather be destroyed than stay locked here forever.” She started toward the 
vortex. 
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Marcus watched as Kyja turned from the fire elemental and walked toward the 
flames. “TIl do it,” he said. 

Graehl looked up. 

“You asked if I’m willing to do hard things to save Kyja. The answer is yes.” 

“Hard things,” Graehl repeated. Why didn’t he look happy? This was what he 
wanted, wasn’t it? 

The wizard grinned and took both of Marcus’s hands—the healthy one and the 
withered. “You will have power beyond your imagining. You will be able to 
have anything you want. Health, strength, wealth. Nations will bow before you.” 

“I don’t want any of that,” Marcus said. “I only want to save Kyja. Show me 
how.” 

“Close your eyes,” the Master said. “Think about what you want.” 

Marcus shut his eyes. He thought about everything he’d shared with Kyja. The 
first time they’d met, the time when he’d touched the Poison Polly and she’d 


laughed at his mangled attempt to talk with a numb mouth. How brave she’d 
been when they went up against the Summoner outside Water Keep. Floating 
down the river together. Helping the woman in Chicago. Kyja’s rescuing him in 
Land Keep. The way she was kind to everyone. He imagined her green eyes and 
pale skin—the way her hair blew in the wind. 

“Focus on what are trying to do.” The wizard’s voice sounded far away. 

Bring her back, Marcus whispered inside his head. In his mind, he saw 
himself pulling her from Fire Keep and putting her soul back into her body. If he 
could do that one thing, nothing else mattered. She’d been willing to pay 
whatever price it took to go to Fire Keep; he’d do whatever it took to bring her 
back. 

A sound like rushing wind filled his ears. He’d done magic before and 
recognized the power around him. In the past, he’d asked the elementals for 
help. But that wouldn’t work this time. Light magic wasn’t enough. 

“Hard things,” he muttered through gritted teeth. 

“Now make it happen!” the Master shouted. 

Marcus opened his eyes. Kyja had nearly reached the tower of flames. “No!” 
he howled. “No. You won’t leave me again. Not this time.” 

Graehl was staring at him, and the Master was laughing, but none of that 
mattered. The only thing on his mind was saving Kyja. 

He reached for magic, and the darkness came again, black and squirming, like 
a viper trying to force its way down his throat. This time, instead of fighting it, 
he gave in, and darkness flooded through his body like black ink. 

“Hard things,” he said, tasting bitterness in his mouth. 

“Yes.” The master laughed. “Yes!” 
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“You don’t have to do this,” Magma said, following her toward the vortex. 
“What you did back there for those two humans, was . . .” He shook his massive 
head. “I’ve never seen anyone do something like that before. Who’ll take care of 
them now?” 

“You could.” She stopped and placed a hand against his chest. “It has to be 
more rewarding than hitting people with that mace of yours.” 

“But you don’t have any magic,” he said. “How do you expect to survive?” 

Words came to her again. She didn’t know where they were from, but for 
some reason, she heard them in her mind spoken by a voice both wise and 
gentle. “Everything has magic in it. From the smallest insect to the mighty trees 
of Before Time.” 


“No.” Magma grunted. “We don’t.” 

As they reached the vortex, Turnip could feel the heat radiating off it. Not like 
the rest of the fires here, but a heat that burned all the way inside her. She 
wouldn’t admit it out loud, but maybe Magma was right. She felt strongly that 
she needed to enter the vortex—that it’s why she was here. But she also felt that 
she didn’t have everything she needed to succeed; something was missing. And 
because of that, the magical flames would destroy her like they had destroyed 
everyone else who had tried to enter. 

The rest of the Pyrinths had fallen back as they neared the magical flames, but 
Magma remained at her side, his fire dwarfed by the one in front of them. 

Turnip reached up and patted him on chest. “You have magic inside you. You 
just don’t know it yet. But I think you can learn. If I don’t come back, promise 
me that you’ll try and find it.” 

She paused for a moment and looked around the room. It almost felt like there 
was someone standing beside her. Not understanding why she said it, she 
whispered, “This isn’t a hard thing.” 

A sparkling red gem rolled down Magma’s check. She wouldn’t have thought 
it possible, but she was almost sure it was a tear. He reached out and gently took 
her hand. “Come back.” 
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The more the blackness filled Marcus, the more he was able to take in. The 
energy rushing into him was the most powerful thing he’d ever felt—pure, raw, 
and unfettered by conscience, morals, or values. He could see now that he’d 
been foolish to limit himself. Had he really thought it made sense for the 
elementals to decide what he could and couldn’t do with magic? 

“Yes,” the Master whispered in his ear. “Do it. Do what you want.” 

Marcus laughed. He could see how every single thing he’d been struggling for 
could be accomplished. Saving Kyja would require no more than a command. 
He’d rip her from Fire Keep, and no one could stop him. If she’d been separated 
from her body too long, he could fix that, too. 

After that, he could . . . he could do anything he wanted. He didn’t need to 
fear the Summoners; he could control them. Their power was his. Same with the 
undead armies. They’d been torn from their graves with dark magic, and they 
could be sent back the same way. 

Or not. 

Why not use them to accomplish good? The Master might not agree with that, 
but Marcus thought he saw a way that the Master himself could be defeated. The 


first thing, of course, would be to take control of the four elements then open a 
permanent drift to Earth. When he’d done that, he and Kyja could go from one 
world to the other, fixing any problems that got in their way. 

Master Therapass had seen this. How could he have given up dark magic, 
after realizing its power? 
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Kyja released the minotaur’s hand. “Good bye.” 
She turned and stepped forward into the flames. 
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“Now,” the Master said. 

Marcus looked up and saw Kyja stepping into the vortex. Gathering all of the 
power inside himself, he commanded the elementals to do his bidding. Distant 
voices seemed to scream inside his head, but he didn’t care. They had to obey his 
will; they didn’t have any choice. Did it hurt them to have their magic torn 
away? His stomach twisted at the thought, but he ignored it. 

Sometimes you had to do hard things to get what you wanted. 

You don’t have to do this, a voice whispered in his head. It sounded like Kyja, 
but that was crazy. She was who he was doing this for. 

Hard things. 

He stared at her face as she stepped toward the flames. 

“Get her,” the Master said—his voice urgent. “Before it’s too late.” 

Marcus remembered her standing on the cold streets of Chicago, giving a 
homeless woman their cloaks and money. Would she have accepted dark magic? 
She’d always wanted magic, but he knew she wouldn’t take it. Not this way. He 
had to, though. It was his only chance to save her. 

Hard things. 

He reached out his arms and could actually feel his hands touch her shoulders. 
His heart pounded. Whatever it took. Whatever the price. He was willing to do 
hard things. 

This isnt a hard thing, Kyja’s voice whispered. 

It wasn’t. He’d expected dark magic to be hard, but once he let it inside, 
taking what he wanted was the easiest thing in the world. Sometimes doing the 
right thing was hard. But this was easy because . . . 

It was the wrong thing. 

As much as he wanted to save Kyja, he couldn’t. Not like this. 

Sometimes you had to do hard things. 


He did the hardest thing he’d ever done in his life—he rejected the power. He 
forced the darkness out of him. He let go of the person he loved most in the 
world. 


i 


Kyja stepped into the vortex, and the fire destroyed her. 


17: Hard Things 


ce 
Wna have you done?” The Master released Marcus’s arm, and Marcus 


collapsed to the ground. His limbs convulsed, and he couldn’t stop gagging. It 
was like he’d eaten a poisonous meal, managing to cough it back out only 
seconds before it killed him. 

With a wave of his hand, the Master sent the table, chairs, and food smashing 
against the wall. Mirrors exploded outward, covering Marcus in glass and debris. 

The wizard whirled around and advanced on Graehl, his face livid. “You told 
me he would save her!” 

Graehl backed away, tripped over a broken chair, and nearly fell. “I thought he 
would. She was the most important thing to him.” 

“She still is,’ Marcus wheezed. He managed to push himself onto one elbow 
before the room started to fade in and out. “That’s why I couldn’t do it.” 

The Master’s face had gone an icy gray, and his eyes burned like coals. 
Marcus huddled on the floor, gasping. How had he ever thought the man looked 
like Master Therapass? “You have made a serious mistake,” the dark wizard 
hissed. 

Marcus clutched his stomach and sat up. “You can’t get to Kyja anymore. No 
matter what you do to me, I won’t help you.” The thought that he’d allowed her 
to die again, made him sick inside. But he knew it’s what Kyja would have 
wanted. 

An invisible fist slammed him to the floor, and his head cracked against the 
dark tiles. “You think I need you?” the wizard asked, towering over him. He 
yanked Marcus’s sleeve up, revealing the scar on his right shoulder. “What did 
your precious Master Therapass tell you about this?” 

Marcus turned away. With Kyja gone, the dark Circle could go ahead and kill 
him now. It didn’t matter. 

The wizard grabbed him by the jaw and forced his head around. “You can talk 
on your own, or I can make you talk. The second way will be much more 
painful, I promise. What did my brother tell you about the scar?” 

Marcus swallowed. His throat felt raw and bloody. What did it matter if he 
talked? It wasn’t like he’d be telling the Master anything he didn’t know. “It 


means I’m the one chosen to defeat you.” 

“Does it?” The wizard laughed and shoved Marcus’s head back against the 
floor. He turned to Graehl. “My ring.” 

His head bowed, Graehl scurried forward. He handed the Master the same ring 
he’d used to call down the Summoner—the gold band with the symbol branded 
on Marcus’s arm. 

The Master slid the ring onto his finger. “Do you find it an interesting 
coincidence that your arm and my ring share the same mark?” 

Marcus didn’t know what to say. 

“Would you like to know where yours came from?” The Master sat on a 
jeweled throne, which hadn’t been there a moment before. 

Did the Master really know about the scar, or was this another trick? 

The wizard twisted the ring on his finger. “I’m sure that by now, you’ve 
figured out that one of the creatures in the scar is a Summoner.” 

Marcus nodded. He’d noticed the similarity the first time he saw a Summoner. 
“What about the other one?” 

“The second creature doesn’t exist. It’s symbolic of the four elements.” 

He hadn’t considered the possibility, but now that Marcus thought about it, he 
could see how it made sense. The head of a boar like Lanctrus-Darnoc, the tail of 
a fish to represent water, bird’s wings for air, and a flaming sword. Land, water, 
air, and fire. 

“So what? It means that the elements will never give in to you and your 
creatures.” 

“On the contrary. If you look more closely, you will see that the Summoner is 
vanquishing the elements. The symbol is a representation of my control over 
their magic.” 

“Whatever.” Marcus shrugged, biting back a moan from the pain that the least 
movement caused. “You’d probably see a symbol of your victory in a bowl of 
creamed spinach.” A weight pressed on his throat, and he barely gasped out, 
“T’m destined to destroy you.” 

“Destined by whom?” The Master laughed, and the weight lifted from 
Marcus’s neck. “How do you think you got the mark in the first place? Do you 
think you were born with it—it’s a sign that you are something special?” 

Actually, Marcus had sort of assumed that he’d been born with the scar. No 
one had said any differently. 

The wizard stood from his throne. “PI tell you a secret,” he said, gloating 
above Marcus. “I’m the one who branded you.” 

Marcus shook his head. That couldn’t be. 

“Yes. I found you as a baby. You seemed like a likely enough lad. So I snuck 


into your room in the middle of the night, burned my symbol into your arm, and 
claimed you as one of my own. I knew that eventually, you would come back to 
me.” 

“That’s a lie,” Marcus said, his face hot. “I’m the one who will defeat you.” 

“T found it quite amusing the way everyone fawned over you when they saw 
the mark. The chosen one. The child from the legend who will save us. Do you 
think they would have reacted the same way if they knew you wear the symbol 
of the one they fear the most?” 

Marcus felt sick and exhausted. The Master’s claims couldn’t be right. Master 
Therapass had told him that the mark meant that Marcus was Farworld’s savior. 

“Tf you marked me, why did you try to kill me?” 

“Tf Pd wanted to kill you as a baby, I would have. I told my armies to destroy 
each person in the city—every parent, every relative, every friend you had. I had 
them break your body until you could barely feed yourself. I shattered your 
spirit. I stole your self-worth. I took anything that might have meaning to you.” 

He circled Marcus, eyes glittering, and knelt to look into his face. “Of course, 
I must hand it to my brother. I thought I had taken everything from you. But he 
considered something I hadn’t. He took your entire world. I knew that one day 
you’d come crawling back to it to join me like the worm you are.” 

“Was that before or after he cut your face?” Marcus asked, pointing at the 
Master’s scar. 

It was only a guess, but judging by the wizard’s response, Marcus knew he 
was right. Before the Master could respond, Marcus spat in his face. The Master 
jerked back in surprise and revulsion. 

“I may crawl, but I will never join you.” Marcus reached for light magic, 
fighting past the dark slime that filled the room, and for a brief moment, he felt it 
find a way in—the smallest of cracks in the dark armor—and power began 
flowing through him. 

Then he was hanging upside down in the middle of the air in a vise-like grip 
that crushed his chest so tightly he couldn’t breathe. His heart struggled against 
the pressure, and each beat felt like the last. 

“Time to finish what I should have done a long time ago,” the Master said, 
pulling the cowl back over his head. 

Tide, Nizgar-Gharat, and Calem strolled into the room, smug grins on their 
faces. 

“T’ve been waiting a long time to see you die,” Nizgar-Gharat’s two heads 
said. 

Tide plucked a fish from the school circling his crown and popped it into his 
mouth. “Any bets on whether he suffocates before his heart stops beating?” 


Marcus tried to use magic, but it was blocked again. His head felt like a huge 
rock was smashing it, and his vision began to grow dark. But that was all right. 
If he was going to die, he’d want it to be while he was fighting against the Dark 
Circle, not fighting for them. And who knew—maybe he’d be with Kyja in the 
afterlife. 

“Wait,” Graehl said. “Don’t kill him.” 

The Master raised a finger toward the man, but Graehl held out his hands. 
“Kill him, and another savior will be raised up. But there’s a way to stop him for 
good. Something worse than death.” 

Marcus’s eyes widened. Wasn’t betraying him once enough? Couldn’t Graehl 
let him die? 

“No,” he tried to moan, but he didn’t have the breath. 

“What are you talking about?” The Master demanded. 

“Ask him,” Graehl said. “He’ll tell you everything.” 

Air filled Marcus’s lungs again, and he sucked it into his body, his vision 
slowly coming back. As soon as he could speak, he said, “I don’t know what 
he’s talking about. It’s a lie.” 

Graehl shook his head. 

“We’ll see.” The Master did something then, and Marcus found himself 
standing on the floor—arms and legs locked stiffly at his sides, like a soldier 
standing at attention. “What’s this about another savior?” the wizard asked. 

Marcus tried to clamp his jaws shut, but it was impossible. “If I die, someone 
else will be born to take my place. The cycle has to be completed. Either I 
succeed, or someone else will.” 

The Master squinted. “That’s not possible. I chose you.” 

“Lanctrus-Darnoc said it themselves,” Graehl said. “They seemed to think you 
knew.” 

The Master turned to Nizgar-Gharat, hands clenched. “Did you know of this 
too?” 

The lizard heads looked at each other uncomfortably. “We didn’t spend as 
much time in the library as some of the others.” 

“Lanctrus-Darnoc was in the library all the time,” Gharat said. 

“If anyone knew, he would,” Nizgar added. 

The Master sucked a frustrated breath between his teeth and turned back to 
Marcus. “What else did they tell you?” 

“That you are a pompous bag of wind,” Marcus tried to say, but his mouth 
betrayed him. “If I am on Farworld when Kyja d-dies, then I return to Farworld 
completely.” He gave Graehl a desperate look. Marcus could understand his ex- 
friend kidnapping him in hopes of saving Kyja. But why did he have to reveal 


more? 

“Go on,” the Master said. 

The words forced themselves from his lips. “If ... I am in... the realm of 
shadows when she dies, I will be trapped on Earth.” 

Inside his cowl, the wizard’s eyes glowed. “For how long?” 

They didn’t know? How could that be? Marcus tried to hold back the truth, 
but he couldn’t do it. He dropped his head. “Forever.” 

The Master turned to the spot where the smoke had shown Kyja earlier. “She 
hasn’t been destroyed completely yet, or the boy would have changed.” He 
looked at the elementals. “How quickly can you get him to the cavern of the 
Unmakers?” 

“Get him on a Summoner, and I will put wind beneath its wings,” Calem said. 

Tide rubbed his chubby hands together. “And Pll make a storm.” 

Now that Marcus wasn’t forced to answer questions, he found that he could 
talk. “Please,” he begged. “Let me die. It could be years before another savior is 
born.” 

The Master laughed. “I have no fear of a savior. I have no fear of anything. 
But the idea of your spending the rest of your life trapped on that disgusting 
planet is too good to pass up.” He waved to the elementals. “Take him.” Then to 
Graehl, “As for you .. .” The Master raised his hand, and a gleaming, black 
dagger appeared in it. 

Graehl stepped away. “I’ve done everything you asked. Brought the boy. Told 
you his secrets. I betrayed everyone exactly the way you told me to.” 

“Yes, you did,” the Master said, his voice icy. “But I’m afraid I have little use 
for traitors.” He flicked his wrist, and the razor-sharp blade flew across the 
room, where it implanted itself in Graehl’s chest. 

Marcus gasped. Though Graehl had betrayed him, he didn’t want him to die. 

Graehl grasped the dagger with both hands as if trying to pull it out. A dark 
stain appeared on the front of his robe, and he moaned softly. As if in slow 
motion, he turned his head and locked eyes with Marcus. A second before 
Graehl fell dead to the floor he mouthed the words, “Hard things.” 


18: The Realm of Shadows 


Marcus didn’t bother struggling against the elementals as they dragged him 


through the cold, wet caves of the Windlash Mountains. The last time he’d been 
here, the Unmakers had tried to suck out his emotions. But the Master had done 
a better job of doing that than the invisible creatures ever could. 

He tried to imagine being trapped on Earth, with no hope of seeing Kyja, Riph 
Raph, Master Therapass, or any of his Farworld friends again. Stuck in a world 
where his magic made him a freak and people stared at his arm and leg with pity 
or scorn—and all the while, knowing that Farworld was being destroyed by the 
Dark Circle. The thought made him want to curl up in a ball and freeze to death 
on the icy floor. 

“Where’s your cocky attitude now?” Calem jeered. “Kind of makes you wish 
you’d kept your nose in your own business.” The Aerisian briefly turned his 
body into a mass of animal noses, all sniffling and sneezing at the same time. 

Marcus looked away. Whether the elementals were blocking his magic 
anymore or not, the battle was over, and he’d lost. Graehl had talked about doing 
hard things. Marcus had tried, but look how they’d all ended up because of it. 

It wasn’t like he had any hope of rescue, either. No one knew where he was. 
And if they did, the creatures protecting the entrance—ghastly monsters the 
color of raw meat, with gray, membraned wings and arms like an octopus— 
could have held off a small army. 

As they turned into another passage, all three elementals slowed down. A 
sucking wind tugged at Marcus’s hair, and he raised his head to see that the 
tunnel ended in an unfocused swirl of grays and blacks. Tendrils of smoke 
stretched out from the opening like ghostly fingers beckoning them forward. A 
blue bird—apparently startled by their voices—flapped into the tunnel behind 
them, fluttered in the wind, and circled away with a frightened chirp. 

Nizgar-Gharat flapped their wings and hissed. “Can’t we push him forward 
and let it suck him in?” the purple head suggested. 

“Let’s kill him and say we put him through the opening,” the green head said. 
“T don’t like this place.” 

Tide swung at the lizards with the back of his hand. “The Master told us to 


dump him into the realm of shadows, and that’s what we’re going to do.” 

Calem, who had turned his body into a thick-trunked tree, dug his roots into 
the floor of the tunnel. “You all go ahead. I’m not getting any closer. Don’t you 
feel the way it wants to take whatever it can?” 

“All I feel is what the Master will do to us if we don’t obey orders,” Tide said, 
rubbing his hands on his robe. “Which one of you wants to tell him you failed?” 

Marcus understood their fear. The wind blowing them toward the doorway felt 
like the inhalation of some great beast, and the more he stared at the rotating 
circle, the more it looked like a mouth with scraggly gray teeth and a black 
throat. Back when he and Kyja had fought the Dark Circle together, it would 
have terrified him. All he felt now was a sense of inevitability. 

“We’ll do it together,” Tide said, taking one of Marcus’s arms. “You two grab 
him.” 

Nizgar-Gharat snatched Marcus’s other arm and Calem reluctantly wrapped a 
tree branch around his legs. Together the three of them hoisted Marcus into the 
air. Holding him in front of them like a shield, they edged toward the opening. 

“You’re all a pack of cowards,” Marcus said. 

Gharat flicked his tail. “If you’re so brave, go on your own.” They took 
another step toward the opening, and the pull of the wind grew stronger. 

The leaves on Calem’s body began snapping off and whirling into the portal. 
The little bird flapped around Calem, as if looking for a place to land, and 
Marcus silently urged it to leave before it got pulled in too. 

Marcus squinted against the bits of rock and dirt battering his face. “I’m not 
talking about the door. I’m taking about the Dark Circle. Kyja and I did a lot of 
things that scared us. But we did them because we knew they were the right 
thing to do. You’re only obeying the Master because you’re terrified of him, not 
because you believe in him.” 

“T believe,” Tide said, holding his crown down with one hand. “I believe that 
it’s better to be on the side of the strongest and smartest than to be standing 
against him.” 

They edged another step closer to the opening, and Nizgar-Gharat’s wings 
suddenly bent forward like an umbrella snapped inside out by a storm. 

“That’s it!” Nizgar shouted. “We aren’t going any farther.” 

The land elementals released Marcus’s arm. Tide did the same, and Calem 
flung Marcus toward the portal. His body floated for a moment, like the scene 
from the Wizard of Oz where Dorothy’s house gets lifted into the air, and then an 
immense force took hold of him. 

Right before Marcus was pulled through, the bird dove toward him. He tried 
to wave it away, but both of them were spinning and falling—not down, but 


sideways. 
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“Ge omf mer,” a muffled voice said. 

“Huh?” Marcus rubbed his eyes, and something moved under him. He jerked 
away, thinking it was a spider or something worse. 

“Get off me,” a familiar voice said. Marcus moved his arm, and the bird that 
been fluttering around the cave hopped out from beneath him and fluffed its 
wings. “Do you have any idea how much you weigh?” 

“Riph Raph?” 

Other than the blue color, the bird looked nothing like the skyte, but the voice 
was unmistakable. 

“No. I’m Master Therapass in disguise,” the bird snapped. “See the gray beard 
growing under my beak.” 

Marcus would have recognized that sarcastic tone anywhere. It was Riph 
Raph. He thought he’d never see the skyte again. He wrapped the bird in a one- 
armed hug. 

“Stop squeezing me,” Riph Raph chirped, “or P1 peck your eyes out.” 

“How did you get here?” Marcus laughed, releasing the skyte. “How did you 
know where to look for me?” 

“TIl tell you after you turn me back into myself,” Riph Raph said crankily. “I 
keep getting this insatiable urge to sing. Besides, I want my fireballs back. I 
don’t like the look of this place.” 

Marcus looked around. He was lying near the curb of a large city street. Tall, 
dark buildings were outlined by a darker sky. A yellowed newspaper flapped in 
the gutter. 

“Are we back on Earth?” How could that be? The Master had meant to send 
him into the realm of shadows. The only way he could be back on Earth was if . . 


“Definitely not Earth.” Riph Raph’s blue head bobbed to the right. “Unless 
Earth has those.” 

Marcus turned to see a large bubble rising out of the middle of the street. The 
bubble pulsated in and out for a moment, then headed straight toward them like a 
sea monster swimming through the ocean. He’d definitely never seen anything 
like that on Earth. 

“What is it?” Marcus asked, scooting away. 

“No idea,” Riph Raph said, flying into the air. “I’m guessing it’s not coming 
to offer a welcome-to-the-neighborhood gift.” 


Marcus tried to stand before realizing he didn’t have his staff. He searched the 
street for it, but either the elementals hadn’t thrown it in after him, or it had 
landed somewhere else. He glanced over his shoulder, hoping that whatever was 
moving beneath the street had gone in another direction. But it was close and 
coming straight toward him. It was bigger now too, stretching the surface of the 
street like a whale coming up for air. 

With trembling arms and legs, Marcus scooted down the street. 

“Faster!” Riph Raph shouted from overhead. “It’s getting close.” 

As though sensing its prey was near, the creature sped up, rising higher and 
higher. 

“Try this,” Riph Raph said, swooping over something discarded in the street. 
Sliding himself forward with his good leg and arm, Marcus found a piece of 
metal that looked like it might once have been a fence post. It was rusted and 
bent, but it looked solid enough to hold his weight. 

He propped it under one arm, and pushed himself to his feet. The creature was 
right behind him now. He could feel the asphalt thrumming beneath him. How 
could it push the street up like that without cracking it? 

“Cast a spell,” Riph Raph called, swooping and diving. “I’d burn it to a cinder, 
but birds don’t have fireballs.” 

Magic! He’d been blocked for so long that he’d almost forgotten he had it. 
Did magic work in the realm of shadows? Only one way to find out. Pointing his 
good hand toward the bubble, which now towered a good ten feet higher than his 
head, he called for the elements of fire and air to blast it with a bolt of electricity. 

Welcome power flowed through his body, and a bright-blue light flashed from 
the sky, piercing the bubble like a needle through a balloon. Black gunk sprayed 
everywhere. A drop of it splashed on his skin and burned him before he could 
brush it off. 

Riph Raph did a loop-the-loop in the air, tweeting triumphantly. “That’s right. 
Don’t mess with me and my boy. We’ll cook you like yesterday’s leftovers. 
We’ll batter you, fry you, and serve you up for dinner.” 

“Riph Raph, we may want to get out of here,” Marcus said pointing down the 
street. He’d managed to zap the creature closest to him, but the noise or the 
magic must have woken more. Marcus counted two black bubbles, then three, 
four, five. Everywhere, black shapes rose, and all of them were headed in his 
direction. 

He glanced around and spotted a narrow alleyway between two soot-stained 
buildings. “Over here,” he said, hobbling onto the sidewalk and toward the alley. 

As he crossed the sidewalk, he kicked a shattered black-and-gray lump with 
wires sticking out of one end. He paused for a moment, eyes locked on the piece 


of junk. It had buttons and a tiny controller—the kind he and his friends had 
used thousands of times. He could almost swear that this was a broken video 
game controller—from an old PlayStation maybe, or an Xbox. But what was a 
game controller that had clearly come from Earth doing in the realm of 
shadows? 

Riph Raph, who had been dive bombing the first bubble, telling it what they’d 
do to it the next time it dared to mess with them, spotted the rest of the bubbles 
closing in and squawked. “We’re leaving now. But don’t think it’s because we’re 
scared. We’ve proved our point, and, um... good bye.” 

Marcus looked behind him, and his throat tightened. The entire street was 
filled with bubbles like waves on a black ocean. Ignoring the controller, he 
hurried into the alley. Other than trash and an occasional dirty brick, there was 
nothing—no place to hide. Cracked and broken windows looked down on them 
like empty eye sockets, all too high for him to reach. If the bubbles followed 
them into the alley, they’d be in trouble. 

“Over here,” Riph Raph said, swooping toward an opening in the building. 
The bubbles weren’t following yet, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t. 

Marcus reached the opening—a narrow doorway—and paused to catch his 
breath. “I’m not so sure about this.” 

The door, no longer attached to its hinges, lay in shattered pieces a few feet 
inside the dark entrance. Odd graffiti covered the walls and floor around the 
opening. 


The reaping comes. 
Creepers creep. 
You feed me. 

No way out. 


What did any of it mean? A foul smell came from the room—a combination of 
burned wood and something chemical. Marcus created a baseball-sized flame 
that hovered in the middle of the room. What it revealed was at least as bad as 
the smell. A dried puddle of something dark stained the center of the floor, the 
walls were covered with oozing mold, and a metal staircase leading upward was 
bent and covered with rust. 

“Maybe we should look for something a little more . . . welcoming?” Riph 
Raph suggested. 

“My thoughts exactly.” Marcus said. He turned to continue farther, when a 
shrill whistling sound cut through the air. He spun around, sure that the bubbles 
were coming. The tar-like creatures were still crowded around the entrance to the 


alley. 

The sound came again—a high-pitched whistle. The kind of sound people 
made at sporting events or to get someone’s attention by sticking their fingers in 
the mouth and blowing. Why did the whistle sound so familiar, and why did it 
send icy fingers down the back of his neck? 

“T’ve heard that sound before,” Riph Raph said. 

“T know.” Marcus edged back toward the door. “I can’t quite remember—” 

A insect-like shape the size of a large dog hopped into the other end of the 
alley, and Marcus felt his legs grow weak. All at once, he remembered where 
he’d heard the sound before and why it terrified him. 

“Snifflers,” he moaned. 


19: Closing In 


Winking his nose at the stench, Marcus ducked through the doorway into the 


room, hoping the creature hadn’t seen him. He peeked out and looked from one 
end of the alley to the other. They were trapped between the bubble creatures 
collecting in the street and the sniffler hopping in his direction. He remembered 
all too well the way one of the snifflers had attached itself to him and sucked 
away his magic when he and Kyja had been searching for Land Keep. He 
couldn’t let that happen again. 

He pointed to the roof of the building across from them. “Fly up there and 
wait for me.” 

Riph Raph landed on Marcus’s shoulder and pecked his ear. “After what 
happened last time, you think Pll let you go? I don’t think so.” 

“What are you going to do against a sniffler? Sing it to death?” 

Riph Raph puffed out his feathers. “Just because I don’t have my fire doesn’t 
mean I don’t know a dozen other ways to kill. I am a living weapon.” 

Marcus didn’t have time to argue. “Fine. But if you end up getting baked in a 
pie or something, don’t blame me.” He tried to memorize the layout of the room 
before putting out his flame. 

“As the room was plunged into darkness Riph Raph squawked, “Are you 
crazy? How are we supposed to get away if we can’t see where we’re going?” 

Marcus tapped his metal pole in front of him, heading in the direction of the 
stairs. Outside, the whistling was getting louder. Was there more than one 
sniffler? 

“They can sense magic,” he whispered. “I think that might have been what 
attracted whatever was under the streets. The less magic I use, the better chance 
we have of losing them.” 

His pole clanged on the metal staircase at the same time his hip banged 
against the railing. Putting his weight on the pole, he raised his left foot onto the 
first step and dragged his bad leg behind him. The stairs gave an ominous groan 
under his weight. “I really think you should go on your own,” he said, trying the 
next step. “This whole thing could collapse beneath me at any time.” 

Riph Raph’s talons tightened on Marcus’s shoulder. “All the more reason for 


me to stay. Who else will drag you out of the rubble?” 

Marcus smiled at the thought of the tiny bird trying to lift him. With his good 
hand clutching the pole, Marcus had no way of holding the rail. Instead, he 
leaned against the wall, trying not to think about the wet green coating he’d seen 
earlier. 

They’d barely reached the first landing when clicking sounds came from 
below. “It’s here,” he said, so softly he could barely hear his own voice. He felt 
the bird’s body shift in acknowledgment. 

He tried to keep his footsteps silent as he turned and started up the next 
staircase, but his bad foot clanged against the riser, echoing in the darkness. 
Immediately, the sniffler’s high-pitched call filled the air. Worse, the whistle 
was followed by a wet smacking and a deep voice that said, “I smell magic.” 

“Unmakers,” Marcus muttered through gritted teeth. He tried to push himself 
harder, but he was already gasping for breath, and his legs shook. Below them, 
the metal stairs clanged. 

Ignoring the sweat pouring down his back, he focused on keeping his legs 
moving. Pain burned in his calves and thighs. Maybe the creatures would have a 
hard time climbing the steps. 

The stairs clanged again—closer this time. So much for that hope. Reaching 
the second landing, he banged his pole to the side, hoping for a door, but the wall 
continued uninterrupted. As he started up the next set of steps, something 
thudded below, and the entire staircase shuddered. 

“You can’t escape,” the Unmaker’s voice called. 

Marcus’s strength was rapidly disappearing, and although he couldn’t see the 
creatures, the clanging was growing louder and louder, and the excited whistles 
were so close that he imagined he could reach out and feel the sniffler’s tentacles 
stretching toward him. 

“Change me back to a skyte,” Riph Raph said. 

“No time.” Marcus wiped his sweaty face on the sleeve of his robe and gasped 
for air. 

“Change me.” Riph Raph gave Marcus’s shoulder an urgent peck. “They 
haven’t seen us yet. They only sense magic.” 

Marcus felt a chill as he realized what they skyte was suggesting. “I won’t let 
you act as bait.” 

“Pm going one way or the other,” Riph Raph chirped angrily. “Will you 
change me back so I at least have fire to protect myself?” 

“PII try,” Marcus said. “But I might screw it up.” He wasn’t sure he knew 
how. He thought back to everything he’d learned from the elementals. Maybe a 
combination of land and air magic would work? 


“Master Therapass told me you’d be able to do it,” Riph Raph said. “Just 
don’t turn me into a lizard, or I’ll never forgive you.” 

Was Master Therapass the one who’d sent Riph Raph to find him? How did 
the wizard know where he’d be? And why send the skyte? Marcus was missing 
something—something big. But he didn’t have time to figure it out now. 

Closing his eyes, he focused on remembering exactly what Riph Raph looked 
like as a skyte—how he moved and flew. The sniffler sounded like it was right 
on top of him, but he didn’t dare look. 

Hoping he was doing it right, he touched Riph Raph and let magic flow 
through his hands. Instantly, the texture under his fingers changed from feathers 
to scales, and the weight on his shoulder increased. 

The talons, now larger and sharper, released his shoulder, and he opened his 
eyes in time to see three blue fireballs burst down the stairs. 

“See me and be afraid!” Riph Raph screamed, diving straight at the eyes of 
the sniffler. Blinded by the unexpected attack, the creature leaped backward on 
its insectile legs. 

Something thudded against the wall, and the Unmaker cried out, “Get off me. 
Seek the magic.” 

“You want magic?” Riph Raph shouted. “P1 give you magic.” 

Celebrating his return to skyte form, he spat out so many fireballs that it 
reminded Marcus of a fireworks show. Using the glow of the explosions to light 
his way, Riph Raph flew over the creatures and down the stairs. 

“Hate to tell you, you spell-sucking simpletons, but magic has left the 
building!” 

Marcus wanted to protect Riph Raph, but the best thing he could do for them 
both was to escape while the shadow creatures were distracted by the skyte’s 
exploits. He waited until he heard the sniffler charge back down the stairs, then 
began climbing again. Every step was torture, but he couldn’t afford to stay put 
if the creatures came back. 

As he reached the third landing, he noticed a sliver of gray light. A metal door 
was propped a few inches open. He pushed his shoulder against it. With a low 
whine, the door swung outward. Flakes of rust and dirt showered onto his head, 
but he didn’t care. The important thing was finding somewhere to hide. 

The hallway beyond the door was dimly lit, which might have been for the 
best. Some kind of creatures had been here, gnawing the wood and metal of the 
floors and walls into jagged shards. Their dried droppings were scattered around 
in little faintly glowing piles, which smelled like motor oil. He heard scurrying 
in front of him and behind. He suspected that if he created more light, he’d see 
things that made the spider in his Dark Circle prison cell look like a fuzzy bunny. 


Halfway down the hall, he found another door, this one mostly intact. The 
room beyond it had a solid floor and walls that were only mostly covered with 
mold. Given the other options he’d seen so far, this might be the best he could 
hope for. He used a plank of wood from a corner to jam the door closed. 

There was no need to open the room’s single window; it only had a few dirt- 
grimed spears of glass in one corner. Keeping far enough back that he hoped 
nothing outside could see in, he peeked out to the alley below—no sign of the 
sniffler or Riph Raph. Which didn’t mean it was safe. An entire army of 
Unmakers could be down there, and he wouldn’t have any idea until they sucked 
away his magic. 

He leaned a little more forward, when a dark shape hurtled through the 
window and plummeted straight into him. He was reaching for magic when the 
shape landed on the floor and glared at him. 

“Are you trying to give yourself away?” 

Marcus collapsed to the floor and grinned. “Riph Raph.” 

“Don’t ‘Riph Raph’ me,” the skyte said, sniffing the walls with clear distaste. 
“Do you have any idea what’s out there?” 

Marcus shook his head. 

“No, you don’t. Because you can’t fly. But I can. You’re lucky to have me 
around.” 

Marcus tapped the skyte gently on the head with his knuckles. “Are you going 
to tell me what’s out there? Or should I take a nap until you’re done bragging?” 

“You want to know what’s out there, waiting to devour you like a boy 
burrito?” 

Marcus waited. 

“Kyja appreciated me,” the skyte said. He scratched behind one of his ears. 
“Fine. PII tell you. Five or six snifflers, and at least a couple of Unmakers—you 
can sort of see glimmers from them when the light is right—plus a couple of 
dozen soldiers in black leather uniforms.” 

Marcus Sat up straight. “What kind of soldiers?” 

“The kind that carry weapons and run around looking like they want to hurt 
somebody. I led them a couple of blocks in the other direction before flying into 
a building and circling back out the other side. They should be searching in the 
wrong place for at least a little while.” 

“Good thinking,” Marcus said, rubbing a hand between the skyte’s wings. The 
realm of shadows was nothing like he’d expected. In the past, all he’d seen of it 
was a gray mist. But these buildings looked almost like Earth skyscrapers. And 
then there was the controller, which he was almost sure had come from an Earth 
video-game console. “When you say weapons, are you talking about magical 


weapons or ordinary swords?” 

Riph Raph flicked his tail. “They aren’t Farworld weapons. They’re the kind 
we Saw in the Earth shop where Kyja sold the gem.” 

Marcus remembered the pawn shop where he, Kyja, and Riph Raph had gone 
to raise money on her first trip to Earth. It had been almost completely filled 
with power tools and guns. “If they have guns, we need to find a way back to 
Farworld. Master Therapass sent you here; he must have given you some kind of 
clue to how we can escape.” 

Riph Raph spotted a beetle-like insect crawling along a floorboard and stalked 
toward it. “No. He turned me into a bird, said you could change me back, and 
told me to fly to the place in the Windlash Mountains where Graehl had captured 
us when he was a cave trulloch.” 

That didn’t make any sense. If the wizard sent Riph Raph to the Unmakers 
cavern, he obviously knew that the Dark Circle would be taking Marcus there. 
But why not send a rescue party or plan an escape? What good was a single 
skyte? 

Riph Raph snatched the bug in his beak, crunched it, and immediately spat it 
back out. “What kind of bugs do they have here?” he asked, making a face. “I’ve 
tasted better things scraped off the soles of shoes.” 

Marcus made a gagging noise. 

“What? We skytes are known for our amazing fighting skills—not our taste 
buds.” Riph Raph wiped his tongue on the back of one leg. “There was 
something else he mentioned, though.” 

“What?” Marcus leaned forward. 

Riph Raph flapped his ears in concentration. “Hmmm. A note, maybe.” 

“He gave you a note? Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“He didn’t give me a note. Or if he did, I must have lost it.” Riph Raph 
studied the bug again before turning away regretfully. “Maybe he mentioned 
one. Maybe not.” 

Marcus slammed his hand on the floor, sending up a plume of dust. “Which is 
it? Did he give you a note, or didn’t he?” 

“T don’t remember. It was hard to think as a bird. Their brains are so tiny, and 
all they think about is seeds and worms.” Riph Raph ran his tongue over the tip 
of his beak. “Of course, now that I think of it, a worm does sound pretty good.” 

Marcus put his head in his hand. He was trapped in a world of creatures that 
ate magic and men that carried guns, he might be pulled to Earth at any second, 
and his only hope of escape was a lost note that might or might not have ever 
existed. What could be worse? 

In the distance, a high-pitched whistling floated on the air. 


20: Too Many Questions 


Tumip stepped into the vortex and the spinning fire ripped her into a hundred 


pieces—a thousand. Her body, mind, and soul were split into millions of 
fragments that combined with millions of other fragments from all the creatures 
that had entered the flames before her. Voices screamed and she was 
overwhelmed by the shared sense of shock and fear of those who had 
disappeared into flame. Like them, she could never be gathered and put back 
together after the flames had pulled her apart. 

And then she was. 

Whole again. 

But how? She knew the vortex had destroyed her as soon as she entered it. 
That’s what its magic was designed to do. She’d heard the voices of everyone 
and everything the fire had eaten, had felt their pain, experienced the terror that 
had welled up within them when they realized there was no way out. 

She looked down, expecting to find her limbs broken and bruised. But there 
wasn’t a mark on her. She felt no pain, no fear. Heard no voices. How had she 
survived when they hadn’t? 

“Hello?” She tried to look around, but couldn’t make out anything beyond the 
light. 

She tugged on the sleeves of her gown. “What am I supposed to do now?” 


— 


Marcus watched a pair of soldiers enter one end of the alley. They glanced at 
the doorway he and Riph Raph had come through, but didn’t go inside. When 
they walked out of sight, he gave a sigh of relief. But it was only a matter of time 
before they’d be back. Riph Raph was right; they definitely had Earth guns 
strapped to their shoulders. 

“Have you come up with a plan yet?” Riph Raph asked from a spot on the 
floor where he was sharpening his talons. “Or are you going to stand there 
looking out that window until someone discovers us?” 

Marcus turned and limped across the room. “If you could remember what was 
in the note, maybe J could come up with a plan.” 


“T told you. I’m almost positive there wasn’t a note.” 

“Then why did you mention one in the first place?” 

The skyte dug a furrow in the floor. “The wizard said something about a note. 
I think. I don’t remember what.” 

“How am I supposed to figure out anything from a note you can’t remember?” 
Marcus ran his fingers through his hair. "Maybe you lost it,” 

“T didn’t lose it,” the skyte snapped. 

“Well whatever you did with it, it’s not here. Which means I can’t read it.” 

Riph Raph looked up, gold eyes wide. “That’s what he said. He asked if you’d 
read the note.” 

“How could I have read something I don’t have?” 

The skyte blinked. “I have no idea.” 

Marcus paced around the room, the rusty pole thumping with each step. 
“We’ve gone over this so many times, I don’t know what else to ask. He didn’t 
give you a note. He didn’t give me a note. So neither of us has read any note.” 

“Except for the one you found under your pillow.” 

Marcus froze, left foot in the air. The note Graehl had left him in the cabin. 
The one that had turned to ash after he’d read it. “Do you think that’s what 
Master Therapass was talking about?” 

“Could be.” 

What had it said? “Something about not trusting the wizard, I think.” 

“Because he wasn’t telling you everything,” Riph Raph added. 

Marcus stared at him. “Now you can remember?” 

Riph Raph flicked his floppy blue ears. “You told me about it when I was a 
skyte. Skytes are far more intelligent than birds, remember? I told you, our 
brains are, like, twenty times bigger.” 

“Okay, okay, good.” Marcus lowered himself to the ground to think. “So the 
note said not to trust the wizard because he wasn’t telling me everything. Master 
Therapass must have heard about the note, and he wanted to make sure I didn’t 
fall for it. Because . . .” He pinched his lower lip, trying to think. “Because he 
knew Graehl had left it, and since Graehl was the one who kidnapped me, 
Master Therapass wanted to make sure I realized that Graehl was a liar and a 
traitor.” 

“Yeah, I don’t think so.” 

Marcus stared at the skyte. “What?” 

“T don’t think that’s it.” With the tip of his tail, Riph Raph flicked the dead 
bug he’d tried to eat earlier, as if he were a cat playing with a ball of yarn. “It 
doesn’t make sense.” 

After three hours of Gosh, I don’t know. Maybe there was a note or maybe 


there wasnt, Riph Raph was suddenly some kind of master detective? Marcus 
tried to hold his temper, but it wasn’t easy. 

“What doesn’t make sense?” 

Riph Raph flicked the bug into the air and speared it with the tip of one talon. 
“For one thing, by the time the wizard talked to me about the note, Graehl had 
already taken you. Everyone knew he was a traitor. Therapass would only have 
needed to tell you that if he thought you were, um, not so sharp in the reasoning 
department.” 

Marcus had to admit he was right. 

“For another thing, how would Therapass have known about the note? We 
were the only ones who read it.” 

True. The note had been hidden under his pillow. If someone else had 
discovered the paper, it wouldn’t have meant anything to them, because the 
words hadn’t appeared until Marcus had touched them. And it had burned up 
right after. 

“Since you and I didn’t tell Master Therapass, the only one who could have 
told him about the note was the person who wrote it. Why would Graehl tell me 
not to trust Master Therapass, and then tell Master Therapass he wrote the note?” 

Had Graehl been trying to make the wizard trust him? Had he confided in 
someone else at the camp who then gave away his secret? Were more people 
than Graehl involved in the deceit? So many possibilities, but so few clues. 
Marcus tried to think, but it was hard with the threat of being discovered at any 
moment. 

Riph Raph sniffed at the bug. “Maybe Graehl didn’t write the note.” He 
touched the bug with the tip of his tongue, made a face, and flicked it into the 
comer. “That’s disgusting. It tastes like boogers.” 

Marcus looked up. “Say that again.” 

“That bug tastes like boogers. You know, the long, green kind you pull out of 
your nose when you have a cold and it’s all backed up until—” 

“Hush.” Marcus stood up. “I asked Graehl about the note when he was taking 
me into the woods. He claimed not to know anything about it. I’ve been thinking 
it was another one of his lies. But what if it wasn’t? What if . . .” 

Like a match struck in a dark room, making everything clear, Marcus 
remembered something else that had happened the night he’d been kidnapped. 
Graehl had been carrying him back to his cabin. Marcus had screamed at the 
wizard, and the wizard had told him... 

“Sleep on my words,” Marcus whispered. “He told me to sleep on his words, 
that sometimes you know the right thing to do, but you have to put your finger 
on it.” He stared at Riph Raph, all of the pieces that had confused him finally 


coming together. “Sleep on my words. Put your finger on it. He was talking 
about the note. Master Therapass wrote me a note telling me not to trust what he 
said.” 
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Holding her hands in front of her, Turnip stepped into the blinding light. She 
still thought she could hear traces of the voices that had filled her head moments 
before, but now they were only distant echoes, fading with every passing second. 

Why hadn’t the fire destroyed her? It should have. It was made to destroy 
those without magic, and clearly she had none. 

Except ... something was different about her. Turnip had felt the vortex try to 
react with her body, and then . . . pull back. In some way, it couldn’t tear her 
apart the way it had done to everyone else. She felt like she should know why, 
only the reason was lost with everything else she couldn’t remember. 

She walked through the light for what seemed like a very long time. Unable to 
see in any direction, she might have been passing through deserts, mountains, or 
forests. She might have been within arm’s reach of monsters, traps, or unknown 
dangers of any kind. She might have been walking in circles. But she wasn’t. 
She felt an odd assurance that she was going the right way. 

At last, the light began to fade—or maybe her eyes had finally adjusted to the 
brightness. In the distance, a dark rectangle came into view. As she drew closer, 
she made out a door—twice as tall as she was and nearly as wide as it was tall— 
made from the same black stone as Fire Keep. 

In the center of the door was a flaming symbol, which again tugged at the 
memories she couldn’t recall. Standing on tiptoes, she traced her finger along the 
shape, which had a loop on one end and a sort of curlicue on the other. For some 
reason, the word water came into her head—although there wasn’t any water to 
be seen. 

She stepped back and studied the door. Was this one of the gates the fire 
elementals had told her about? If so, trying to enter it without magic might be the 
most dangerous thing she could do. She could still go back. Now that she knew 
the vortex wouldn’t destroy her, she might be able to learn more that would help 
her here. Maybe she could convince the lizard to let her read his book. And there 
were plenty of other people she could help. 

She looked back the way she had come, and something on the floor caught her 
attention. It was a blue ball—her retinentia. It must have followed her into the 
vortex. But something was different about it. The magical flames, which hadn’t 
affected her, had cracked the surface of the globe in so many places that the 


clouds inside were only blue blurs. It was a wonder the ball was still holding 
together at all. Even now, it shivered slightly, and another crack, larger than the 
others, ran across one side. 

Those were her memories. The Pyrinths had warned her against viewing them. 
That her nightmares were better left alone. But what if the globe contained 
something she needed to know? So many times since she’d awoken in Fire 
Keep, she’d felt on the verge of some important revelation. Could touching the 
retinentia—even if doing so caused her unbearable pain—help her to understand 
why she was here? 

Yellow light flashed on the globe, and another crack formed across the top. 
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“Stop fooling around and help me think,” Marcus said. 

Riph Raph, who was lying on his back, scratched his stomach. “I think best 
when I’m getting a belly rub. What are we thinking about again?” 

Marcus banged his pole on the wall, knocking loose a carpet of green mold. 
“What was Master Therapass warning us not to trust him about? It has to be 
something important, or he wouldn’t have gone to all this trouble.” 

“Um-hum. Um-hum.” Riph Raph nodded thoughtfully. “I never trusted that 
beard of his. Scraggly and full of weird things. Kind of freaked me out, if you 
want to know the truth. I definitely didn’t trust him when he turned into a wolf— 
all those sharp teeth. And remember that flying cookie jar with . . .” 

Marcus tuned him out. He needed to know what the wizard had said to him 
that wasn’t the truth. But more than that, he wished he could understand why 
Master Therapass had lied to him. The idea that the wizard might not trust him 
stung. What hurt worse was that Marcus hadn’t trusted the wizard. The only 
reason he’d gone with Graehl in the first place was because he’d thought Master 
Therapass and Tankum had failed Kyja. 

“His beady eyes,” Riph Raph said—still listing things about Master Therapass 
he didn’t trust. “And that robe. Did you ever notice how many things he pulled 
out of it? And Kyja. How he said we couldn’t rescue her. It also occurs to me 
that I’ve never seen him eat cheese. Not a single slice. Do you think he could be 
hiding some sort of allergy?” 

“Kyja,” Marcus muttered. He’d been so sure that there had to be a way to save 
her, but the wizard had insisted it was impossible to... 

Wait. What if that’s what the wizard had lied about? Marcus had been so 
disappointed when Therapass and Tankum appeared to have given up. What if 
they hadn’t? Marcus walked slowly around the room. 


“Let’s say that Master Therapass thought there might be a way to save Kyja. 
What’s the first thing he’d do?” 

Riph Raph stopped scratching himself and rolled over. “Rescue her.” 

“Right.” Marcus wanted to think the wizard would have come to him about a 
rescue, but most of the time Kyja had been trapped, he’d been moping in a 
prison cell. “Since he didn’t save her, we have to assume he couldn’t for some 
reason. But why wouldn’t he say so? Why pretend that he’d given up?” 

“Because ... that was part of the plan?” 

“Yes, but part of what plan? All they had to do was tell me that they had a 
plan to rescue Kyja, and I never would have gone with Graehl. I never would 
have gotten captured, and the Dark Circle wouldn’t have learned that I couldn’t 
be sent to the shadow realm, and—” 

Marcus stared at Riph Raph. Riph Raph stared at Marcus. What if Master 
Therapass’s plan was for Marcus to end up in the shadow realm all along? 

“We’re here to save Kyja!” they both said at once. 


21: So Close 


Tumip looked from the door to the ball. She shuddered, remembering how the 


woman in Fire Keep had reacted to seeing her memories. Turnip brushed her hair 
back from her face. Did she really want to see the person she loved the most 
murdering her? Did she want to find out how she’d lost her magic? She liked to 
believe the best about people. What would seeing something like that do to her? 

On the other hand, she’d come here for a reason. If her suffering allowed her 
to discover that reason—to understand a little bit more about her background— 
wasn’t there a chance that her memories could help her find a way to get through 
the gate? 

The globe cracked again, and a tiny blue drop of liquid—of her memories— 
leaked out. There was no more time. She had to decide now. Biting her lower lip, 
she reached for the retinentia. 
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“I don’t know how to do this,” Marcus said. 

Riph Raph, who was perched by the window, looked over his shoulder. 
“You’d better figure it out fast. I think they’re closing in. Four more soldiers in 
the last five minutes, and lots of snifflers.” 

Marcus placed his hands flat on the ground. Master Therapass had claimed 
that the Dark Circle was protecting the realm of shadows because they wanted to 
put Marcus into it. But it wasn’t until the Master forced Marcus to reveal what 
he knew that the Dark Circle sent him here. Which meant that either the wizard 
was wrong, or he’d told the story as an elaborate trick to get the Dark Circle to 
send Marcus to the realm of shadows. 

What if, in their search for Kyja, Master Therapass and Tankum had 
discovered that there was only one place Marcus could reach out to her from? 
The army outside the Unmakers’ cavern had been too strong to get past. Maybe 
that’s what Therapass and Tankum had been trying to do while Marcus had been 
training. With no way to get him into the realm of shadows on their own, they 
had to trick the Master into doing it for them. 

If that was true, it meant . . . Marcus’s throat tightened until he could barely 


breathe. 

Graehl had been in on the plan the whole time. 

Master Therapass had sent him to the Windlash Mountains. Having spent 
more time there than anyone, he would have known that there was no way in. 
Had he contacted the Dark Circle to convince the Master he was on their side? 
With as much time as Graehl had spent around the Master, he had to be aware 
that there was a good chance that returning to the Dark Circle was a death 
sentence. 

Marcus remembered the way Graehl had looked at him when the Master’s 
dagger had plunged into his chest. 

When he’d talked about doing hard things to save someone you loved. He 
hadn’t been talking about what Marcus was going to do. He’d been talking about 
what he was doing. 

At the very moment Marcus had labeled Graehl a traitor, he’d been giving up 
his own life. 

Tears dripped from his eyes and down his chin, then splattered on the dirty 
floor. 

“Hurry,” Riph Raph whispered. “Someone’s coming.” 

Marcus closed his eyes. When they’d been sitting around the campfire, 
Darnoc had said that the realm of shadows was a portal between Earth, 
Farworld, and other worlds. At the time, Marcus had assumed that the land 
elemental was talking about other planets. But maybe, just maybe, he was saying 
that the realm of shadows had some kind of connection to the elemental keeps as 
well. If so, and if Marcus could use his magic to find Kyja the same way she had 
used the Aptura Discerna to find him, he might be able to contact her to see why 
she hadn’t pulled him over. 

Focusing on what she had looked like the last time he saw her, and what Fire 
Keep looked like, of the magical flames she’d step into, Marcus drew on all four 
elements and called out, “Kyja, where are you?” 

Nothing. 

He tried again. “Kyja! It’s Marcus and Riph Raph. We’re trying to bring you 
back to Farworld, but we can’t find you. Why haven’t you pulled me over?” 

For a moment, he saw nothing. Then a yellow light—so bright it made him 
squint, although his eyes were closed—filled his vision. A second later, she was 
there, looking straight at him. 

“Kyja!” he cried “You’re alive.” 
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“Kyja, where are you?” 

She was about to touch the retinentia when a voice came out of nowhere. 

Turnip looked up from the ball and glanced around the room. “Hello?” She 
checked the door, but was almost positive that the voice hadn’t come from 
beyond it. She stared into the light. “Is someone there?” 

The voice came again. It was a little unclear and she couldn’t make out all of 
the words. Something about a kyja—whatever that was—and a riff raff and 
something called Farworld. The voice sounded like a boy’s. 

“Kyja!” the voice called again. 

This time the voice was so clear, it could have been coming from right beside 
her. She looked into the light and saw a boy with messy, brown hair. Something 
was wrong with one of his arms, and his right leg was bent in an odd way. 
Behind him, outlined against a gray square of light, seemed to be some sort of 
winged creature. 

She reached out to the boy. “Hello?” 
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Kyja didn’t sound nearly as excited to see Marcus as he was to see her, but he 
didn’t care. It was Kyja. She was alive and speaking to him. 

“Pull us over!” he shouted. “Find the rope and pull us over so we can—” 

The door of the room slammed open and Riph Raph shouted a warning. 
Marcus looked up to see four men in dark uniforms storming toward them. 

“Hands on your head,” the one in the middle yelled. “Do not try magic, on the 
penalty of—” 

Marcus created a fireball and blasted it toward them. The fire bounced off the 
men’s shields and singed the walls, but didn’t appear to hurt them at all. 

One of the soldiers fired a shot, and Riph Raph gave a squawk of pain. 

As Marcus reached for air magic to blast the men away, one of them flung a 
silver wire at him. The wire wrapped around his wrists and legs, cutting off the 
flow of magic like turning off a water faucet. 

He looked for Riph Raph, but the skyte was gone. 

“Pull us over!” he screamed to Kyja. But when he closed his eyes again, she 
was gone too. 
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After the boy turned away, Turnip heard shouting and a loud bang. His voice 
cut off and an instant later, he was gone. She looked around the room. Who was 
he, and what happened to him? He’d said something about a rope, but she didn’t 


see one anywhere. 

“Where are you?” she shouted. “How do I pull you over?” 

No response. 

Clearly, he’d been frightened and needed her to do something. He looked sort 
of scruffy and maybe not all that trustworthy. But if he needed her, she wanted to 
help him—if only to find out where he’d come from and how he’d managed to 
talk to her. 

“Hello?” she shouted. “Boy, where are you?” Wherever he’d been—whoever 
he’d been—he was gone. 

Something popped, and she looked down in time to see her retinentia burst 
open. She reached for it, but the moment the liquid inside touched the glowing 
yellow air, it disappeared. Nothing was left but hundreds of tiny glittering 
shards. 


Interlude: Taking Chances 


Master Therapass was poring over his maps when Tankum walked into the 
study. “Have you heard anything?” the wizard asked starting to stand up. 

The warrior waved him back to his seat. “Only what we already knew. They 
were spotted heading into the Windlash Mountains. Since then, nothing.” 

Master Therapass rubbed his temples. “Maybe all of this was a mistake. I 
should go after him.” 

“And alert the Dark Circle to what we’ve discovered? Besides, we both know 
that the Unmakers cavern is too well protected. It’s why we had to send him that 
way in the first place.” Tankum tried to sit in a chair, but as soon as he put any 
weight on it, the wooden legs cracked and splintered. “Sorry about that,” he said, 
tossing the mangled furniture aside. 

Therapass rolled up the map. “You don’t know what’s in there—what could 
happen to him in the realm.” 

“You’ve told me,” Tankum said. “And we both agreed that the risk was one 
we had to take. Trust me—if you had told the lad what he was up against, he’d 
have made the same decision.” 

“He may never come out,” the wizard said, slamming his fist on the table. 
“The things they’re rumored to do in there . . .” He shook his head. 

“And if he didn’t go in, there was no chance of saving the girl.” Tankum 
walked around the table. “If you want my personal opinion, I think he’ll make it. 
The boy’s got spunk and heart. He’s done more than I could’ve done at his age.” 

Master Therapass nodded. “I know. If anything happens to him, though, PI 
never forgive myself.” 

Tankum tapped the rolled map. “My men are two days out from the target, a 
day and a half if they push it. But I need to join them.” 

The wizard stood up. “I don’t like your chances.” 

Tankum grinned. “Have you ever? The day you like the odds of a battle I’m in 
is the day I retire my swords.” 

“Take care of yourself,” the wizard said. “Pll let you know when we’re on our 
way.” 

Tankum nodded and slapped Master Therapass on the back so hard, the 
wizard’s teeth snapped together. “He’ll be back. You can count on it.” 


Master Therapass watched Tankum walk out the door with a strong feeling 
that it might be the last time he’d see his friend alive. 





22: Pain 


He tried to keep up with the soldier who was dragging him by a silver wire, but 


without his pole, Marcus could barely walk. 

“Didn’t know the Spell Casters had crips,” the soldier said, picking Marcus up 
and flinging him over one shoulder. “Thought you’d all magicked yourselves 
perfect bodies.” 

“T didn’t know the realm of the shadows had dimwits,” Marcus said, trying not 
to moan from the pain of being bounced him around as he walked downstairs. 

A soldier behind them laughed. “Kid’s got you there. I’ve been telling you that 
you’re a dimwit for years.” 

As they stepped into the alley, the soldier carrying Marcus “accidentally” 
banged him against the doorway and chuckled. “Oops. Sorry about that.” 

The one who seemed to be their leader turned with a frown. “Damage the 
livestock, and you’ll be on crap detail so long, even your girlfriend won’t 
remember your name.” 

“Tuck don’t have a girlfriend,” cracked the soldier behind him. “She left him 
for a geo-vacuum. Said he sucks rocks more than it does.” 

Two soldiers laughed, but their leader knelt and touched a spot of blood in the 
street a few feet from the building. “Looks like we hit the flying lizard. Racker, 
you and Lii track it. Tuck, throw the Spell Caster in the wagon. King Phillip 
wants him brought in ASAP.” 

“You have a king?” Marcus asked. The realm of shadows kept getting weirder 
and weirder. 

“You'll learn all about him soon enough.” Tuck carried Marcus out of the 
alley to a vehicle that looked like a mix between a car and a covered wagon. The 
back was clearly made from an Earth car, which Marcus guessed to be from the 
late fifties, with tall lights on the back almost like the fins of a fish. The roof was 
gone, and the vehicle appeared to have been chopped in half right about where 
the front seats should have been. In their place were a wooden seat and reins. 
The whole thing was covered with a piece of white canvas cloth held up by 
curved rods. 

Tuck threw Marcus roughly onto the back seat, and springs sticking up 


through the ragged leather jabbed his side. “You think you’re special ’cause 
you’ve got magic,” the soldier said under his breath. “But trust me. Once the 
King has you harnessed, you’ |! wish you were nothing but a grunt.” 

When the leader climbed onto the wooden seat and picked up the reins, the 
vehicle began rolling down the street, although Marcus couldn’t see anything 
pulling it. Watching them go, Tuck gave a sarcastic wave and mouthed the word, 
“Crip,” before walking away. 

With the driver looking straight ahead, Marcus tugged at the wires wrapped 
around his ankles and wrists. He couldn’t see any kind of clasp, but there had to 
be a way to release the bindings. 

“You seem like an okay sort, for a Caster,” the driver said without turning 
around. “Recognized Tuck for the piece of digger dung he is right away. So I’m 
going to give you some advice.” 

Marcus tried to slide his fingers under the wire, but the harder he pushed, the 
tighter it dug into his flesh. He tried rubbing the wire against the edge of a 
spring, but it didn’t appear to do any good. 

The soldier pulled the reins to the right, and the wagon turned in that 
direction. “The silver stuff you’re yanking at right now is called conductor wire. 
It not only blocks any magic you try to use, but also the more you mess with it, 
the more it clamps down. Pull hard enough, and yov’ll cut your own hand clean 
off. Even then, it don’t let go. You’ll walk around with a wire-tied stump that 
looks kind of like a sausage.” 

Marcus stopped tugging at the wire. “How did you know I was trying to get it 
off?” 

The soldier shrugged. “That’s what you all do. I’d do the same thing if I were 
on my way to be harnessed. But it won’t do you no good. Once you’re wrapped, 
no one gets away.” 

Marcus shifted, trying to find a position that kept him from getting poked by 
the springs so much. “When you say all, are you talking about other . . . Spell 
Casters?” 

“They’re the only ones conductor wire works on. Supposed to be because 
their magic is what makes it work in the first place.” 

They turned right off of the road they’d been on, and Marcus noticed that the 
farther they went, the less ragged the buildings got. “Do a lot of Spell Casters 
come here?” If he could team up with a few other wizards, they might be able to 
fight their way out of wherever this King Phillip was keeping them. 

“Not as many as there used to be,” the driver said. “That’s why it was such a 
big deal when you showed up. Power’s been getting a little low.” 

Marcus didn’t hear the last of the soldier’s words because at that moment, they 


drove past a 7-Eleven. Not something that looked like the convenience store, but 
the real deal, complete with a poster of a blue Slurpee. 

“This looks exactly like Earth,” Marcus gasped. There were gas pumps out 
front. Even a propane tank. 

“Parts of it do,” the soldier said. “Other parts look like the Caster world, from 
what I’ve been told. Then there’re parts that . . . well, let’s just say you don’t 
ever want to experience them yourself. Some nasty things out there. You’re 
lucky you holed up where you did. If you’d crossed to the other side of the street 
from the diggers, you might never have come back.” 

“Diggers?” Marcus asked. 

The soldier nodded. “The things that look like big black bubbles.” 

“But how is this all possible? How can you have cars and guns and video 
game controllers?” 

“Ask King Phillip,” the soldier said. “When he’s in a good mood, he can talk 
for hours. When he’s not . . .” He shook his head. “You don’t want to be 
anywhere around him.” 

They pulled up in front of a five-story building, which looked like a mix 
between a high-tech office building and a fairytale castle. Conical spires of 
gleaming chrome and dark glass rose high into the air. As the wagon 
approached, a drawbridge with flashing multi-colored neon bulbs lowered, and a 
couple of dozen fairies flew out, scattering handfuls of sparkling dust as they 
soared overhead. 

A man and woman dressed in maroon robes came out of the building. They 
reached into their sleeves and pulled out what looked like metal wands. Marcus 
felt a surge of air magic freeze him in place and lift him out of the car. 

“Are you wizards?” he asked, feeling a surge of hope. 

“Do you see any harnesses?” the woman sneered. “We’re engineers.” 

The two of them floated him toward the building. As he was carried across a 
moat filled with rollercoaster cars, he saw something white and furry peek up out 
of a sewer grate. He could have sworn it was an Ishkabiddle. 

Inside, the building was as odd as it was outside. One entire wall was covered 
with cuckoo clocks of all shapes and sizes. None seemed to be set to the same 
time, and when one went off, instead of a little bird popping out, tiny fireworks 
exploded. They passed an ordinary-looking receptionist typing on a modern 
computer. Hanging above her on the wall was the head of a dragon and a pair of 
crossed long swords. 

They turned down a hallway lined from floor to ceiling with microwave 
ovens. Through a window on the left, Marcus saw a colored fountain outside. 
Beautiful creatures with fish-like bodies and human faces frolicked amid blasts 


of colored water shooting into the air through white plastic sprinkler pipes. 

At the end of the hallway, the robed pair stopped in front of what looked like a 
piece of medical equipment. “This will measure your magic capacity,” the 
woman Said, plugging the other end of Marcus’s silver wire into the machine. 

“Tt may hurt a bit,” the man said, right before he flipped a red switch. 

Marcus had lived his whole life with chronic pain, but until that moment, he 
had never understood how intense pain could be. His arms and legs shot out to 
the sides. Every hair on his body stood on end, and each nerve-ending screamed 
as though it had been hit with a blowtorch. His teeth slammed together, and his 
body convulsed. He felt as if blunt nails had been driven through every inch of 
his flesh into the bones beneath. He tried to scream, but the pain locked his 
muscles so tightly, he could barely breathe. 

His response was completely instinctive. Knowing he couldn’t take that kind 
of agony for more than a second or two, he slammed magic through the silver 
wire and into the machine. The pain stopped at once and he gasped with relief. 

A digital readout on the front scrolled rapidly through a series of numbers, and 
the man and woman nodded their heads and smiled. 

“Very good,” the man said, turning off the machine. “The king will be quite 
pleased.” 

“The highest I’ve ever seen,” the woman said, patting him on the back. 

Trembling with exhaustion, Marcus lost track of where they were after that. 
His entire body shook like a kite in a hurricane, and his brain kept trying to 
convince him that this was all a dream. Not until they stepped out of a crystal- 
and-stone elevator that had no cables or pulleys, did he finally come back to his 
senses. 

He had a feeling that they were deep underground now. Light came from a 
combination of torches and electric bulbs, which seemed to be randomly 
distributed. The man and woman carried him through a brightly lit room where 
more robed figures hunched over computer screens, tapping keyboards and 
waving metal wands. 

“New one?” asked a man with steel rimmed glasses. 

“He may be the last one we need,” said the woman floating Marcus, and 
everyone looked up from their computers with interest. 

They passed through the room and into a downward sloping hallway. The air 
took on a sour smell, which for some reason reminded Marcus of a zoo. He 
could hear a rumbling, as if heavy equipment was running nearby. The walls and 
floors seemed to be vibrating, and the air pounded against his eardrums. 

They entered another room, and the sour smell intensified. The vibrating was 
so powerful that he could feel it all the way to his bones. He turned his head, and 


at first thought he was seeing hundreds of acrobats—the kind that did tricks in a 
circus—hanging from silver trapeze bars on the ceiling. 

He blinked and realized that they weren’t trapeze bars. They looked more like 
swings. And the people hanging from them were definitely not acrobats. The 
wires holding them in the air were connected to their arms, legs, chest, back, and 
neck, like the strings on a marionette. The people might as well have been 
puppets, with their lifeless expressions, and slack limbs. Tubes pumped clear 
liquid into their arms, and several of the people had drool leaking from the 
corners of their mouths. 

“What are you doing to them?” Marcus asked, terror making his voice shake 
with the same vibration as the air. 

The man and woman stopped and released the air magic holding Marcus. As 
his body began to drop, two muscular guards stepped forward and caught him. 
One of them had metal hands with robotic fingers, which clicked as he opened 
and closed them. The other had normal hands, but the lower half of his face was 
gone, replaced by what looked like the bucket of a steam shovel. 

“Welcome to the harnesses,” said the one with the metal hands. “We’re going 
to get a charge out of you.” 

The second laughed, his mechanical jaw clanking open and shut. “Good one.” 
He held Marcus upright, and the first guard started to take off Marcus’s robe. 

“Won’t be needing this here,” the first guard said. His metal fingers clicked 
like a sewing machine as he grabbed Marcus’s sleeves. “What’s this?” He leaned 
down to look at Marcus’s right arm, then ran an icy metal finger over the scar 
there. “Think the king’s gonna want to see this.” 


23: Phillip and Aurora 


The man and woman who had floated Marcus into the castle wanted to take 


him to see the king. But the guards argued that the prisoner was theirs now, and 
they’d be the one’s getting the credit. Carrying him between them as if he 
weighed no more than a pillow, the guards took him back up the elevator to the 
top level of the building. 

There they waited outside elaborately carved double doors until a robotic 
voice granted them permission to enter. Once the doors had swung open, they 
carried Marcus along a red rug, which ran down the center of a room piled high 
with every kind of electrical equipment Marcus could imagine. Ovens, toasters, 
computer monitors, air conditioning units, DVD players, video game systems, 
and some things Marcus didn’t recognize, were stacked floor to ceiling. 
Thousands of displays, panels, and lights blinked in a kind of surreal mosaic. 

At the end of the rug, they stopped and knelt before a raised pedestal. They 
lowered Marcus until he knelt beside them. 

“Your majesty,” the guard with the metal jaw said, eyes locked on the floor. 
“We present the newest Spell Caster.” 

Footsteps sounded on the podium, and Marcus tried to look up, but the guard 
with the metal hands forced his head to stay down. 

“You may arise,” said, a pleasant-enough sounding voice. 

Considering what he’d seen so far, Marcus expected the king to look like 
something out of a fairytale—wearing a jeweled crown, a long fur-lined robe, 
and lots of rings. Except in this world, maybe his scepter would be a car antenna 
or a blender. 

But the man who entered and sat on the throne looked like an older and 
slightly less heavily armed soldier. His disheveled hair was gray on the sides, 
and his neatly trimmed beard and mustache had traces of salt and pepper in 
them. He wore a black leather jacket and boots, with no trace of a crown, 
scepter, or any other symbol of royalty. 

The king sat on the throne, crossed his legs, and waved a hand. “You may 
rise.” 

The guard on Marcus’s right pulled him to his feet, and Marcus had to wrap an 


arm around the man’s waist to keep from falling. 

“What’s wrong with your leg?” the king asked, staring down at him. 

“Tt’s been this way since I was a baby,” Marcus said. “I was attacked by... 
by some bad guys.” Until he had a clearer idea of what was going on, it might be 
better not to give too much information. 

“Bad guys.” The king raised an eyebrow. “I’ve been informed you bear the 
mark of some rather bad guys on your right arm. I want to know who you are 
and how you got the mark.” 

Marcus folded his arms across his chest. “Pll answer your questions if you 
answer mine.” 

The guard on the right clamped his steel hand on the back of Marcus’s neck, 
and the guard on his left raised a fist, but the king laughed. “You have more 
spirit than the typical Caster. Perhaps you don’t understand your current 
situation.” 

Marcus knew he was taking a big risk. But unless he could figure out what 
was going on and find a way to escape, he had no chance of saving Kyja. “I 
understand that you want to hook me up to a machine that will turn me into some 
kind of living battery.” 

King Phillip’s leather jacket crackled as he folded his arms. “The realm of 
shadows is a harsh place. We all do our part. However, being hooked to a 
harness should be the least of your worries at the moment. The penalty for 
consorting with the Dark Circle is death. The penalty for being a member of the 
Dark Circle is a very slow—and very painful—death.” 

“T’m not part of the Dark Circle,” Marcus said. “I’m fighting against them.” 

The king leaned forward, hands on his knees. “How?” 

Marcus licked his cracked lips. He couldn’t back down now, or he’d lose any 
leverage he might have gained. “Like I said, Pll answer your questions if you 
answer mine. I want to sit down. My leg hurts.” 

“What if I choose not to grant your requests?” King Phillip asked. “I can order 
the guards to torture you until you’re ready to answer.” 

“You can torture me. You can kill me. But that would mean losing the 
strongest battery you’ve ever seen, and you still wouldn’t get what you’re 
looking for. Or, you can answer my questions, which won’t cost you a thing, and 
Pll tell you whatever you want to know.” 

The king snapped his fingers. “Get the Caster a chair.” 

The guard with the metal jaw hurried out of the room and came back with a 
wooden chair which Marcus gratefully dropped into. 

The king leaned back in his throne, eyes fixed on Marcus. “Lie to me, and 
you’ ll regret it. Now, how many of you came across from Farworld?” 


Marcus didn’t know if the soldiers had managed to track Riph Raph. If not, he 
didn’t want to say anything that might help them. “Only me.” 

A metal fist slammed into his side, and pain burst across Marcus’s ribs and 
back. The king waved a hand, and a soldier carried Riph Raph into the room. 
The skyte’s right wing was bloody, and he was wrapped, head to talons, in 
conductor wire. 

“Riph Raph,” Marcus cried. “Are you okay?” 

Riph Raph winked a swollen left eye. “You should see what the soldiers who 
caught me look like.” 

“Lie to me again, and I’ll have you killed without further discussion,” the king 
said. 

Marcus pressed his arm to his side. Every breath brought pain. “I thought you 
meant people. I was the only person who came through. Riph Raph came 
through as a bird, but I changed him back.” 

The king nodded, as though satisfied with that answer. “Where did you enter, 
and why?” 

Marcus had no idea how much they knew, and he now believed that the king 
would have him killed if he lied again—even if it meant losing a powerful 
battery. 

“I was pushed through a portal in the cavern of the Unmakers by three 
elementals at the command of the Master—the leader of the Dark Circle.” 

At the mention of the Master, King Phillip’s face visibly darkened. “What do 
you know about the Master?” 

“My turn to ask a question,” Marcus said. “How do you have so much Earth 
stuff here? Microwaves, computers, video games.” 

The king blinked. “How would a Caster know about microwaves?” 

Marcus rolled his eyes. “I’ve heated up plenty of frozen dinners in them. Now 
answer my question. Please, your majesty.” 

The king was obviously confused, which delighted Marcus. Maybe the man 
didn’t know as much as he thought he did. As he studied Marcus more carefully, 
his eyes narrowed. “You know of Earth?” he said, holding up one hand. 

Marcus nodded. 

“And you know of Farworld.” The king held up his other hand. He moved 
them together until the thumbs overlapped. “The realm of shadows is the place 
where the two worlds touch. Think of this place as an island between two 
oceans. Things ... wash up on our shores. Some from one world, some from the 
other.” 

That sounded a little hard to believe. “You’re saying that one day, a 7-Eleven 
appeared here out of nowhere?” 


“Sounds like a big fat lie to me,” Riph Raph said, and Marcus put a finger to 
his lips. 

The king lowered his hands. Marcus was almost sure he was holding 
something back. “We may have ways of encouraging things to come here. Now 
tell me how you know Earth.” 

Marcus wondered how much he should reveal. Eventually, he went ahead and 
told it all. How he’d been found in the desert by monks, raised by various fosters 
families, and pulled over by Kyja. He told of his past with Master Therapass. 
The more he talked, the more interested the king became, until at last, the man 
was leaning forward on the edge of his throne. 

When Marcus finished the story, the king shook his head. “Fascinating. This 
Therapass, the wizard who sent you to Earth—he wasn’t, by any chance, related 
to the leader of the Dark Circle?” 

The question caught Marcus off guard. “The Master claimed that he and 
Master Therapass were brothers. How could you know that?” 

“Yes.” King Phillip waved to the two guards and to the soldier who’d carried 
in Riph Raph. “Wait outside until I call you.” The guards reached for Marcus, 
but the king shook his head. “Leave the boy and the skyte.” 

“Are you sure?” the soldier asked. “The flying lizard can’t be trusted. He bit 
an ear off one of my men.” 

“I’m not a lizard,” Riph Raph said, struggling against the silver wire. “And I 
would have bit the other ear off too if the first hadn’t tasted so nasty.” 

“TIl watch my ears,” the king said. 

As the men left the room, he studied Marcus. When they were alone, he 
folded his hands and rested his chin on his fists. “Did Therapass say anything 
about the rest of the people in the city that was attacked when you were a baby?” 

Marcus lowered his eyes. “Only that they were all killed.” 

The king blew out a long, slow breath. “Your parents?” 

“Killed.” Marcus rubbed his right shoulder. “By the Dark Circle. Because I’m 
the one who is supposed to save Farworld.” 

King Phillip leaned back again. He ran his fingers through his graying hair 
and crossed his legs. “What if I told you that you are not why the city was 
destroyed? What if I told you the reason you were attacked, why everyone 
around you was killed—was because of me?” 

Marcus slid forward on his chair. “I don’t understand. What could any of this 
have to do with you?” 

“Tt has everything to do with me,” the king said. “Because unless I am 
mistaken, you are my son.” 


i o 


“Don’t believe him,” Riph Raph said. “He doesn’t look anything like you.” 

Except that Marcus thought that he and the king did look a little alike. The 
resemblance wasn’t something you’d notice right off, but once you were looking 
for it, you saw small things. Like the way their ears stuck a little too far, the way 
their hair looked like it needed to be cut and combed, the way they both sighed 
when they were thinking. 

“Ts it true? Are you my father?” 

King Phillip drummed his fingers on the gilded arm of his throne. “You told 
me a story. Now P!l tell you one. I haven’t always lived in the realm of shadows. 
I was born on Earth. But I never really felt like I fit in. I preferred reading to the 
company of other children. My father called me a daydreamer and said I’d end 
up living on the streets if I didn’t learn how to work.” 

Marcus nodded. Many of his foster parents had said the same things to him. 

“When I was not much older than you are now, I left home. I don’t know 
exactly what I was looking for—something different, I guess. A place where 
everything didn’t already feel claimed, used, and worked to death. Whatever I 
was looking for, I didn’t find it. Soon enough, my father’s predictions came true. 
I was living on the street, begging, stealing, doing whatever I could to satisfy 
appetites that continued to grow more and more base. I probably would have 
died there if I hadn’t met a man with baggy clothes and a long, dirty beard.” 

“A wizard,” Marcus said. “You met a wizard. Was it Master Therapass?” 

The king chuckled. “No. He wasn’t a wizard, at least not in the traditional 
sense. Just another homeless man I’d come across in a bus station. But he must 
have seen something in me, because one rainy night, after I shared my dinner 
with him, he said that he could tell I was a dreamer. He said that if my dreams 
were still alive, he knew a place they might come true. 

“He sent me to an abandoned house, which didn’t look any different than the 
hundreds of other places Pd holed up in. Only it was different. I knew it was 
different the moment I walked through the rusty screen door. There was a 
feeling.” He closed his eyes and rubbed his chin with one hand. “The floors were 
warped. The linoleum looked like someone had gone after it with an axe. The 
whole place smelled like cat urine. But as I stepped inside, I felt hope, a return of 
purpose, a sense of adventure. I remember thinking that it felt like . . . magic.” 

“Tt was a passageway,” Marcus said. “A door between Earth and here.” Ever 
since he’d realized there was a portal between Farworld and the realm of 
shadows, he’d wondered if there might be more of them. And if there were 
doorways to here from Farworld, why not from Earth? 


“Tt was,” the king said. “I found myself drawn toward a closet with a nest of 
rats in the corner. One minute I was walking across rotted boards. The next 
minute I was stepping into . . . anew world.” 

Marcus looked around at the appliance filled-room. “And this was all here?” 

“No.” King Phillip laughed. “The realm was nothing like the magical world 
Pd pictured. Most of it was gray and empty. There were monsters I’d never 
imagined, plants that made me so sick I thought I’d die, and odds and ends I 
recognized as coming from Earth. Other things I didn’t recognize at all. It was 
cold and depressing and dangerous.” 

“Tf it was so bad, why did you stay?” Marcus asked. 

“T probably wouldn’t have. After weeks of nearly dying from one thing after 
another, I figured that the old man had sent me here as a joke, or maybe a 
punishment. I was ready to return through the portal and tell my father that he’d 
been right. But then I met the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen.” 


24: The Last Piece 


Tump knelt on the floor and gathered the shards of the globe. She hoped that 


by touching what was left, she might regain some fragments of her memories. 
But whatever had been in the retinentia, it was gone now. She’d never know who 
she was or where she’d come from. Letting the pieces fall to the ground with a 
tinkle like fairy wings, she stood up and looked from the black door to the 
golden light. 

Go back, or go forward? There were good reasons for choosing both of them, 
and maybe if she’d been able to regain her memories, the decision would have 
been clear. But now, with nothing pushing her one way or the other, she felt as if 
she had to continue on. Who knew—if she opened the gate, maybe freeing the 
fire elementals would somehow help her figure out who she was along the way. 

She looked around the room, wondering again who the boy was and what he’d 
wanted. Would he come back, or had contact been a one-time thing? Like her 
memories, that might be something she’d never know. 

Steeling herself against whatever would come next, she reached out with both 
hands and pushed the door. 

Nothing happened. 

She pushed harder. It didn’t budge. She searched for a knob or button—some 
kind of hidden lock. But other than the flaming symbol, the door was completely 
blank, no edges to grab or cracks to pry into. 

She banged on the door. “Hello? Is anyone there? Let me in.” But if anyone 
heard, they didn’t respond. She tried pressing the symbol, running her fingers 
over it forward and backward. None of it made a bit of difference. She picked up 
a Sliver of the broken retinentia and tried scratching the door’s gleaming black 
surface It didn’t leave so much as a mark. 

Defeated, she collapsed to the ground. The fire elementals were right. Without 
magic, she couldn’t open the gate. Her efforts had been for nothing. 


—— a 


“My mother?” Marcus asked. 
The king nodded. “Neither of us was much more than a child at the time, but 


our stories were very similar. I was born on Earth and went in search of magic. 
She was born into a world filled with magic and went in search of .. . Pm not 
sure exactly—predictability? Reliability? A place where people actually worked 
for what they wanted instead of casting a spell? We each found a portal, and 
apparently we each found what we were looking for in the other.” 

“Did she come back to Earth with you?” Marcus asked, remembering the first 
time Kyja had jumped from Farworld. He wondered if his mother had been as 
excited by chocolate milkshakes as Kyja had. 

“She couldn’t come to Earth. And I couldn’t go to Farworld. As it turned out, 
while we could both pass through the portals between our worlds and the realm 
of shadows, neither of us could go through the portals to the other’s world. Once 
we realized that the only way to be together was by staying here, we decided to 
make the best of it. She told me all about her world, and I told her about mine. 
Obviously, I was thrilled when I discovered that magic was real, and she was 
equally fascinated by technology. She got such a kick out of anything electrical. 

“Once day, I told her the story of Sleeping Beauty. She loved the idea of love’s 
first kiss so much that we changed our names to Phillip and Aurora, after the 
prince and princess in the movie. We decided to create our own kingdom by 
combining magic and technology.” 

“Tt sounds great,” Marcus said. “What went wrong?” 

The king clenched his jaws so tightly that Marcus could hear his teeth 
grinding. “We met a couple of wizards with a plan.” 


to 


With nowhere else to go, Turnip walked back into the light. She hoped that 
once she returned to Fire Keep, Magma, Prudentes, and the other fire elementals 
could come up with a way to get through the door. But the truth was, now that 
she’d seen what was inside the vortex for herself, she was afraid there was no 
way out. Maybe that was for the best. The fire elementals did have fierce 
tempers, and perhaps they were locked up for a reason. 

Moving deeper into the brightness, she thought about the boy again. Had he 
seen her as clearly as she’d seen him? He seemed to recognize her, to reach out 
to her. Could that mean he knew her? And that, therefore, she’d known him? She 
pictured his face as hard as she could, and for a second, she saw a flash of 
something. 

The word turnip came into her mind. The name she’d chosen for herself. But 
nothing else. 

The boy might not have been real. He could have been a random bit of 


memory brought to life by the leaking globe. She’d been walking for quite a 
while when she realized that the light was growing dimmer. Hurrying forward, 
she looked for the passage back to the vortex. But when she stepped out of the 
blinding brightness, she was at the door again. 


a 


“Tt seemed like a great idea at the time,” the king said, resting his chin in his 
hand. “The wizards wanted to open a permanent doorway from Farworld to 
Earth, and we wanted to explore each other’s worlds. At the time, I never 
thought to question their motives. I believe that Therapass genuinely thought the 
two worlds should meet each other. His brother, who went by his rank of Master 
Wizard even then, had other plans, which I didn’t learn about until much later.” 

Marcus picked Riph Raph up off the floor and set the skyte in his lap, trying to 
see how bad the injured wing was. He knew all too well why the Master wanted 
to open a permanent doorway between Earth and Farworld. “He wants to use 
Farworld’s magic and Earth’s weapons to rule both worlds.” 

“Yes,” King Phillip said. “But we didn’t find that out until it was too late. The 
wizards never actually came into the shadow realm themselves. They knew 
about Unmakers, snifflers, and a dozen other creatures that could steal their 
magic, so they weren’t willing to take the risk, although by then we’d figured out 
how to keep the creatures in check. Therapass and the Master requested items 
from Earth, and I’d get them. Some things changed when they passed across, and 
others wouldn’t cross at all. But that only made the wizards more intrigued.” 

He got up from his throne and paced around the pedestal. “In exchange for 
getting the items they requested the brothers did magic for us.” He waved his 
hands as though taking in his realm. “The buildings you see here. This palace. It 
all came from Earth via their magic. They were both positive that with the right 
combination of technology and magic—parts of both worlds—a doorway could 
be opened. But the more we built, the stronger the magic it required. Neither 
Aurora nor I knew anything about dark magic—about what the two of them had 
done to obtain the power they needed. When we learned of it, we put a stop to 
the building at once. 

“They were furious, of course, especially the Master. They threatened to take 
away everything we had. In turn, we refused to work with them anymore and 
began blocking the portals. That’s when I found out that Aurora was pregnant. I 
was afraid of bringing Earth doctors here, and I couldn’t take her to a hospital on 
Earth.” 

He clenched his hands, fingernails digging into his palms. “I agreed to let a 


couple of wizards into the realm from Farworld long enough to deliver the baby. 
She knew both of them; they were family friends.” 

Marcus didn’t need to hear the rest to know what had happened. “They 
worked for the Dark Circle.” 

The king pressed his palms against his eyes. “The Master, who was running 
things by then, convinced Aurora’s family that I was keeping her prisoner here, 
that she was in danger. He planned to steal her and our baby right after the birth. 
Moments before the baby—you—were born, they used magic to knock me out. 
When I woke up, my wife and child were gone.” 

Marcus stroked Riph Raph’s back. “I can’t believe that Master Therapass 
would go along with something like that.” 

“He didn’t; he was gone by then. I think he and his brother had parted ways 
over using dark magic. I’m quite sure he had no idea that the child he sent to 
Earth was my son.” 

Marcus thought back to how the wizard had warned him to stay out of the 
realm of shadows. That one of Marcus’s parents might be from there. “I think he 
might know now.” 

The king cocked an eyebrow, but didn’t ask for any more details. “The rest of 
the story is fairly short,” he said. “I did everything I could to rescue my wife. I 
recruited wizards from Farworld, weapons from Earth. I built up an army using 
both technology and magic to get her back. By then, the Master had realized that 
I was no use to him. He told me I’d never see my wife again, and that my son 
would be raised as his. I made it my goal to reach Farworld and return to my 
wife and child.” 

“Now that I’m here, and you know that my mother is . . .” Marcus shrugged. 
“You can stop trying.” 

The king walked back to his throne and lowered himself into it. He reached 
inside his jacket and took out a gleaming metal pistol. “I gave up all hope of 
rescuing Aurora years ago. I assumed she must be dead or she would have gotten 
word to me. Now that I know for sure, it changes nothing.” 

“Then what’s all this for?” Marcus asked. “What are you doing with the 
wizards and soldiers?” 

King Phillip gripped the arms of his throne. “Earth is corrupt and getting 
worse by the day; I was right about that part. I never fit in because it wasn’t a 
world worth fitting into. All anyone cares about is getting more power and 
stronger weapons. It’s only a matter of time before they destroy themselves. 

“T’d searched for magic all those years, but I was wrong about that, too. Magic 
is just another kind of power—another weapon. I never did discover a way to 
make a passage between Earth and Farworld. But I found something much 


better. I discovered a way to use each of the worlds’ power to destroy the other.” 

Marcus’s stomach went cold. He’d always thought he was fighting against the 
Dark Circle. That’s what everyone had thought. He’d never understood what 
Kyja was supposed to save Earth from. 

What if this was it—what if the danger to Earth and Farworld was coming 
from the realm of shadows? From Marcus’s own father? The thought that he 
could be related to this man—that a member of his own family might be the 
danger they had been fighting all along—made him feel like throwing up. 

“What do you need me for?” he asked. 

“You’re my son,” the king said. “It’s only right that together we avenge your 
mother’s death.” 

Marcus shook his head. “You expect me to help you destroy Earth and 
Farworld? That will never happen.” 

“I’m afraid you don’t have any choice.” The king smiled a little sadly. “I’ve 
been close to completion for a while now. All I need is a little more energy—a 
sort of super-charged magic battery. And you’re it.” 


25: The Rope 


Marcus pushed himself out of the chair, but there was nowhere to go. Without 


some kind of staff, he could barely crawl, and he definitely couldn’t escape from 
the castle. Riph Raph continued to struggle against the silver wires, and they 
sank deep into the skyte’s flash. 

“Stop struggling,” Marcus said, propping himself up against the back of the 
chair. “They’ll cut into you if you keep fighting.” 

“T don’t care if he’s your dad or not,” Riph Raph said. “We can’t let him 
destroy Farworld.” 

“I know.” Marcus turned to the king. “You don’t have to do this. If you let me 
go, I can finish opening the drift between Earth and Farworld. That’s what I’ve 
been working on—but with light magic, not dark. You could visit Farworld for 
yourself and see that most of the people there are nothing like the Dark Circle.” 

“T don’t need to see them,” the king said. “I know what they’re like.” He 
clapped his hands. “Guards!” 

The two burly men came into the room. 

“Take the Spell Caster and hook him up to the harness immediately,” the king 
said. “Tell the engineers to meet me in the control room.” 

The men grabbed Marcus by the arms and lifted him off his feet. 

“What should we do with the flying lizard?” 

“Take it to the kitchen to see if the cook has any recipes for skyte.” 

“How can you do this to your own son?” Marcus shouted as the men dragged 
him away. “What kind of a king are you?” How could he be related to this man? 

“You should brush up on your history,” the king called. “Royalty have a long 
reputation of not treating their relatives very well.” 


— hm 


Turnip sat on the floor, staring at the black door. She’d tried three more times 
to get back to the vortex, but each time, she’d returned here. What if there was 
no way back, if she was trapped here alone, with no one to talk to and nothing to 
do—not even bad memories to keep her company? She’d go as crazy as the 
people in Fire Keep. 


This had all been a huge mistake. She had thought that life with the Pyrinths 
was so bad that anything would be an improvement. But being trapped here 
alone made Fire Keep look like a paradise. She let her eyes follow the fiery 
symbol on the door, and again the word water filled her mind. 

What did that mean? 

A thought came to her. What if the symbol stood for water? What if water was 
a password? She got up and hurried to the door. “Water,” she said. 

Nothing happened. 

She tried shouting. “Water, water, water!” 

It wasn’t a password. The door required magic that she didn’t have. Sinking to 
the floor, she put her head in her hands. Why didn’t the boy try contacting her 
again? He had once—at least for a little while. Why not try again? Unless he 
couldn’t. Maybe the shouting and the bang she’d heard meant he was in trouble. 
Could he have been trying to contact her because he needed her help? 

The thought gave her an uncomfortable feeling. She didn’t understand what he 
wanted, but if he’d come to her for help, he’d been disappointed. Not that there 
was much she could do to help him. She couldn’t even help herself. 

She tried to remember his face. He’d seemed surprised at first, then happy. 
He’d wanted her to pull a rope, which didn’t make sense; there were no ropes 
down here. Then, when the shouting had started and she heard the bang, his face 
had looked . . . She tried to remember. Scared. She was almost positive that he’d 
looked scared. 

If only he’d contact her again, she could at least tell him she wasn’t in any 
position to help—explain that there was no rope. But she thought he’d used 
magic to contact her, and as her failure with the door clearly demonstrated, she 
had none. 

Still, she thought, even if he had used magic to speak to her, hadn’t she seen 
him and spoken to him too? Was it possible for her to contact him? Part of her 
didn’t want to try, sure that it would end in failure, like her attempt to open the 
door had. Then again, it wasn’t as if she had anything else to do. 

Shutting her eyes tightly, she tried to remember every detail of the boy’s face. 
Scruffy hair, dirty robe, the sort of smile that looked like he might get into 
trouble, kind eyes. She especially liked his eyes. They reminded her of someone. 

Magma. They reminded her of Magma, which seemed silly; the two of them 
appeared so different. But something about the way they looked at you made you 
believe that they would go through walls to be there if you needed them. 

With the boy’s eyes locked in her mind, she called out, “Boy! Are you there?” 


— hmm 


As the elevator descended to the bottom level of the castle, Marcus managed 
to put just enough weight on his good leg so the guards didn’t completely carry 
him. Holding Riph Raph against his chest, Marcus let his head droop until his 
mouth was next to the skyte’s ear. “When I yell, do anything you can to distract 
the guards. Bite, claw, scream.” 

Watching Marcus with his good eye, Riph Raph nodded ever so slightly. 

“T’ve never eaten flying lizard before,” the guard with the metal jaw said, as 
the elevator stopped and the doors slid open. “Wonder what it tastes like.” 

“With those chompers of yours, I’m surprised everything don’t taste like scrap 
metal,” the other guard said. They dragged Marcus into the hallway. 

As the elevator doors began to close behind him, Marcus screamed and 
twisted in the guards grasp. “Ishkabiddle on the loose!” 

The man with the metal hands turned to look behind him, and Marcus bit him 
on the inside of his elbow. At the same moment, Riph Raph jumped up and 
snapped his beak shut on the earlobe of the metal-jawed guard. 

“Aargh!” the man screamed, blood spouting from his ear. “Get him off me.” 

The robotic hand holding Marcus loosened ever so slightly, and Marcus pulled 
away. Still holding Riph Raph, he dove into the elevator as the door closed 
behind him. 

“Get outta there!” howled the man with the metal jaw. 

Marcus punched the L button on the elevator. 

The other guard smashed a steel fist through the crystal door, but the elevator 
was already rising, and he had to pull his arm back before it got cut off at the 
wrist. 

“Nice work!” Riph Raph said, spitting blood out of his beak. “I thought you’d 
given up for a minute.” 

“Not a chance,” Marcus said. As soon as the doors opened, he hopped out, 
balancing on his good leg. 

Sirens sounded as he jumped over to the receptionist’s desk, which was now 
empty. Stretching as high as he could, he grabbed one of the swords from the 
wall and yanked. The weight of the sword knocked him off-balance as it ripped 
from its mounting, and he and the weapon fell to the ground with a clang. 

“Prisoner escape,” a voice called over the sound system. “Prisoner escape.” 

Using the sword as a staff, Marcus hobbled toward the doors. Before he could 
get there, four soldiers rushed in from outside. Another pair came running down 
the hallway. 

Marcus backed up against the wall, holding the sword out. But what good was 


a blade against soldiers already lifting rifles to their shoulders? 
He looked down at Riph Raph. “I won’t let them take me alive.” 
Riph Raph nodded his battered face. “TIl see if I can bite off another ear.” 


i 


“Boy,” Turnip called again. No answer. “Boy, are you there?” 

What was the point? She didn’t have any magic, and she never would. More 
than likely, he’d been trying to reach someone else and had contacted her by 
mistake. 

She opened her eyes. She guessed she’d wander through the light again. 
Maybe she’d find the way back to Fire Keep. Or maybe she’d wander forever, 
until she constantly moaned like the woman, or laughed like the man. Maybe 
one day, someone would come across her, and she’d ask for a flower. 

If only she had a rope, like the one the boy has asked her to pull. She could 
climb it and go somewhere else. 

A rope. What an odd request. Why would you contact someone magically and 
ask them to pull a rope? And what kind of rope would it be? A climbing rope 
could take you somewhere. But if he wanted her to pull the rope, he would have 
to be below her, needing to be lifted up like a bucket from a well. Maybe he 
meant the kind of rope that rang a bell when you pulled it. 

She tried to imagine what the rope might look like, and a picture came to her 
as clearly as if the rope were really there. It wasn’t brown and rough the way 
she’d first imagined, but gold and nearly as thick as her wrist. It would be easy 
for someone to hold onto if you were pulling them with it. She could almost 
imagine she saw the boy hanging onto the other end. 

What would happen if she reached out with both hands and tugged? 


E a 


“Get out of the way, and Pll put a bullet in his head,” said a man with 
sideburns and a pockmarked face. 

“You aren’t shooting nobody,” said the soldier in front of him. “King Phillip 
wants this one alive and in the harness.” 

Marcus swung his sword at the nearest soldier, and the man had to step back 
quickly to avoid being cut. “You want us?” Marcus said. “Come and get us.” 

Standing there fighting against unbeatable odds reminded him of the time he’d 
held off four bigger kids with only a mop. He didn’t think he’d be as lucky this 
time. 

“Come on, Caster,” a soldier said. “Don’t make this harder than it has to be.” 


He darted forward, trying to grab the end of the silver wires attached to Marcus’s 
hands and feet, but Marcus stabbed him in the palm with the point of the sword. 

The soldier howled as blood streamed down his wrist. “He cut me.” 

“Good one!” Riph Raph said. “Slice his nose off next.” 

Another soldier raised his rifle. 

“Go ahead and kill me,” Marcus said. “You won’t take me to the harness 
alive.” 

“Not gonna shoot you,” the soldier said, edging to the right. “But I think I can 
get a clear shot at the scaly bird.” 

Marcus turned to keep Riph Raph between him and the rifle, and another 
soldier stepped forward. Before Marcus could turn back around, the man 
slammed the butt of his weapon against the sword, knocking it out of Marcus’s 
hands. Instantly the soldiers dove on top of him, pinning his arms and trying to 
wrestle Riph Raph away. 

“No!” Marcus screamed, holding onto the skyte as tightly as he could and 
biting at anything within reach. 

Riph Raph closed his beak on someone’s ear and pulled until the man 
screamed in pain. 

But it was no good. The soldiers pinned Marcus against the walls. One hit 
Riph Raph with his rifle. 

“T’m sorry,” Marcus said, closing his eyes. 

“Boy!” a voice called. “Are you there?” 

Marcus’s eyes snapped open. That sounded like... 

He felt as if his body were being yanked inside out, and then he was falling. 

The next thing Marcus knew, he and Riph Raph were lying on the floor bathed 
in golden light. Kyja was a few feet away, staring at him in surprise and wonder. 

He dove toward her and wrapped his arms around her neck. She was real— 
and she was right here. He could feel her. “Kyja,” he said, pulling back. “It’s 
you!” 

Carefully she disentangled herself from his grip. “Um, thank you for the hug. 
It’s uh, nice to meet you.” She held out one hand. “My name’s Turnip. What’s 
yours?” 


26: All Over Again 


Riph Raph flipped his ears so hard, they landed on top of his head like a little 


blue bonnet. “Did you say your name was Turnip?” 

“Yes,” Kyja said, smiling uncertainly. “And you’re a skyte, aren’t you?” 

“Kyja, what’s wrong with you?” Marcus asked. “Why are you calling yourself 
Turnip?” 

She pressed her lips together. “Do I know you?” 

Marcus and Riph Raph looked at each other. “She is Kyja, isn’t she?” Marcus 
asked. 

Riph Raph—still bound in conductor wire—hobbled over to her and sniffed. 
“Smells a little different, but it’s definitely her.” 

“Can I help you with that?” Kyja asked. She reached down and casually 
unwound the wire from the skyte’s body. “You should be careful where you fly.” 

“How did you do that?” Riph Raph asked, stretching his wings. 

Marcus pulled at his own wire, and the bindings immediately tightened. 

Kyja leaned down and studied the silver loops. “How did this happen?” She 
slid a finger under the wire, and it all simply fell from his wrists and ankles. She 
touched his withered arm gently. “Did the wire do this to you?” 

Marcus and Riph Raph stared at her. 

She shifted from one foot to the other. “Why are you two looking at me that 
way?” 

“You really don’t know who we are, do you?” Marcus asked. 

She pointed to a small pile of what looked like broken glass. “The fire burned 
my memories.” 

Marcus looked from the glass to her with his heart lodged in his throat. To 
have come all this way, to have worked so hard to find her, only to discover that 
she didn’t remember him was almost like losing her all over. 

She must have seen at least part of his thoughts on his face, because her chin 
quivered and her eyes misted over. “I’m s-s-sorry. I wish I could remember who 
you are.” 

“No.” Marcus pulled her down and hugged her with both his good arm and 
bad one. “Don’t do that,” he said, although he could feel tears streaming down 


his own face. For the next few minutes, all of them shook with crying. Even 
Riph Raph dripped great salty drops onto the floor. 

At last, Kyja pulled back and wiped the sleeve of her gown across her eyes. 
“You were my friends, weren’t you?” 

“We are your friends.” Marcus sniffed, trying to get himself under control. 
“We’ve been looking for you since the day you...” 

“Died?” she finished. When he nodded, she studied him with her deep-green 
eyes. “The fire elementals said that everyone in Fire Keep was sent here because 
we were killed by the person we loved the most. Is that true? Is that how I died?” 

Marcus couldn’t bear to look at her. He studied the indentation on his wrist 
where the wire had dug into his skin. “Yeah. It is. There was this poison drink at 
a big dinner and—” 

She put a hand to his mouth. “No. I don’t want to know. I was hoping it wasn’t 
true. But since it is, that’s a memory I don’t want back. It would hurt too much.” 

Marcus glanced at Riph Raph, but the skyte appeared to be intently studying 
something on the ground. “Listen, the important thing is that we need to get you 
back to your body before it’s too late.” 

She smiled a little as if he’d made some kind of joke. “How can I go back to 
my body if I’m dead?” 

He tugged at the collar of his robe. The situation was complicated. “Okay, 
here’s the thing. We—that is, you and me—” 

“And me,” Riph Raph said, flapping over to join them. “I’ve been part of this 
from the beginning. You could call me the brains of the operation.” 

Kyja smiled and nodded. 

“The three of us,” Marcus corrected, “are trying to save Earth and Farworld 
from being destroyed. At first, we thought we had to save them both from the 
Dark Circle. But now I think it might actually be my father we have to protect 
them from. Anyway, to do that, we need to create a drift between the two worlds, 
which sounded a lot easier when Master Therapass told us about it than it really 
is.” 

Kyja nodded uncertainly. “Um...” 

“You’re making it too complicated,” Riph Raph said. “All you need to know 
is that first, we went to the water elementals, where Marcus got tumed into a 
fish. Then we went to find a land elemental, but it turned out that there is no 
such thing as a land elemental because there are only land elementals. After that, 
we went to the air elementals and almost got killed by a giant pair of frozen 
teeth. Get it?” 

Kyja bit her lower lip and shook her head. “Could you tell me what a 
Farworld is?” 


Riph Raph flicked his tail. “This is gonna take a while.” 

“Okay,” Marcus said. “Let’s take this all the way back to the beginning. First 
of all, your name is Kyja.” 

“I like Turnip,” she said. 

He sighed. “It all started when I was at a boys’ school and got in trouble for 
fighting.” He told her about the dreams he’d had on Earth and continued on to 
how she’d pulled him to Farworld the first time, where he’d fainted after hearing 
a horse tell a joke. 

She liked the story of how they’d battled the Mimicker. But when he got to the 
part where Master Therapass had told them of their true origins, she stopped 
him. “Do I know who my parents are? Do I have brothers or sisters? Any 
relatives at all?” 

He couldn’t stand to see pain in her eyes, but he couldn’t lie to her either. 
“No.” 

“And I never had any magic?” 

He studied a fold in his robe. 

“What about potions or charms?” 

Marcus shook his head. “Magic doesn’t work on you. You’re immune to it 
because you’re from Earth. I think that’s why you were able to take off our 
wires. But you’re really smart.” 

“And you’re a great sword fighter,” Riph Raph said. “Plus you tell good jokes, 
and you’re an amazing snail rider.” 

Kyja forced a smile, but Marcus could tell she was fighting not to cry again. 

“We’re your family. Me and Riph Raph. Master Therapass and Tankum.” He 
reached out and took her hand. “You’re the nicest person I know.” He went on to 
tell her about all of the people he’d watched her help in their time together. 

By the time he finished, she sighed. “Well at least it’s good to know I don’t 
steal from babies or kill old ladies.” 

Marcus laughed. “Not that I’m aware of. But I’ve only known you the last 
three years.” 

That won him a real smile. 

Quickly he and Riph Raph caught her up on the rest of their adventures, 
stopping only when she insisted that she didn’t want to know how she’d died. 

“Anyway,” he finished, “right now your body is in a glass coffin waiting for 
you to be put back into it.” 

She nodded. “And we would do this . . . how?” 

“You push me back to Terra ne Staric, and then I yank on the rope, pulling you 
behind me, and bam, you’re alive again.” 

“But I don’t know where Terra ne Staric is. I don’t know where Farworld is.” 


Marcus scratched his head. He hadn’t thought of that. “P1 describe it to you, 
and you do your best. If we’re off by a little, you can pull me back and try 
again.” 

The plan was cut and dried to him, but she didn’t seem convinced. “I don’t 
know...” 

“He’s not very good with explanations,” Riph Raph said. “Let me try. You 
push him back to Terra ne Staric, and he pulls you over, and you get put back in 
your body, and bam, you’re alive.” 

Marcus glared at him. “All you did was repeat what I said.” 

“But I said it so much better. Skytes are great at explaining things. We’re 
known as the explainers of the sky.” 

Marcus balled up the coil of silver wire and threw it at him. “You aren’t 
known as anything of the kind.” 

Kyja stepped between them. “You both did an excellent job of explaining. 
And I thank you.” Marcus and Riph Raph gave each other dirty looks. “But 
didn’t you tell me,” Kyja continued, “that we decided for me to come here to 
free the fire elementals?” 

“Technically, you chose that,” Marcus said. “We weren’t exactly included in 
the decision. Besides, that was before any of us understood how dangerous it 
would be for you to come here.” 

“All right,” she said. “Then I choose not to leave here.” 

Marcus stared at her. She wanted to stay? 

Riph Raph spread his wings like a professor about to give a speech. “I think 
that what Turni—that is, Marcus—failed to point out is that if you don’t go back 
now, you might not be able to return to your body at all.” 

Marcus opened his mouth, but Kyja stopped him. “I understand that part. But 
unless I’m mistaken, once we leave here, we might not be able to come back.” 

“Well...” Marcus began. 

“Tm not...” Riph Raph sputtered. “That is...” 

Kyja set her jaw in the way Marcus was all too familiar with. She might have 
lost her memories, but she hadn’t lost her stubborn streak. “Do you or do you not 
have magic?” she asked. 

“I do,” Marcus said. 

“And unless we open the gates to Fire Keep, the Pyrinths won’t be able to 
help us, which means that we can’t open a drift, which means that Farworld and 
Earth will both still be in danger.” 

“But if we don’t get you home immediately, you will be in danger,” Marcus 
said. “And right now, I care about you more than anyone or anything.” 

She smiled, and his heart sang. “That is so nice.” Her smile disappeared. “But 


I’m not going back until we open the gates.” 

Marcus took a deep breath, trying to calm himself. “I know spells that can 
make you do what I say.” Actually, he had no idea how to cast such spells, and if 
he did, they were probably dark magic. But she didn’t need to know that. 

She smiled her sweet smile again. “Since I’m immune to magic, none of them 
would work on me, would they?” 

He turned to Riph Raph. “Tell her.” 

Riph Raph coughed into his wing. “I don’t want to tell you what to do, but .. 

She patted him on the head. “I don’t remember rescuing you when you were a 
baby, but since I did, I’m sure that this one time, you’!] do what I ask.” 

Riph Raph gave Marcus a sheepish look and shrugged his wings. “Yes.” 

She wrapped her arms around both of them in a group hug. “Then it’s 
decided.” 

Marcus didn’t know what to say. Apparently losing her memory didn’t make 
her any less bossy. It didn’t appear that he had any choice. “Fine, but if we run 
into any kind of trouble at all . . .” 

“Perfect,” she said, helping him to his feet and walking him to the door. “The 
fire elementals said that we have to open a series of gates to set them free. I think 
this door is either one of the gates or it leads to them.” She pointed to the 
flaming symbol in the center of the black surface. “Do you know what that 
symbol means?” 

He nodded. “It’s the elemental sign for water.” 

“And can you open the door?” 

He looked at Riph Raph, still hoping to find a way to change her mind, but the 
skyte waggled his ears. “I think we’d better do what she says.” 

Marcus shook his head. It was great to be back with Kyja again, but that didn’t 
mean he’d let her push him around. “P1 try. But first you have to promise me 
one thing.” 

She blinked her green eyes and waited. 

“Stop calling yourself Turnip. Your name is Kyja.” 

She flipped back her hair and smiled “Pll think about it.” 

He grunted and faced the door. Since the symbol was water, water magic was 
probably needed to open it. He knew lots of water spells, but the easiest was a 
simple extinguishing spell. He called on the water elementals for help, then held 
out his hand. A splash of water put out the flaming symbol and the door swung 
open. 

“Great,” Kyja said. “Let’s go.” 


27: Not a Test 


A narrow trail on the other side of the door wound down into the darkness, lit 


only by the faintly luminescent blue moss on the stone walls. 

Kyja, she thought as she helped the boy along the trail. The name would take 
some getting used to, but she had to admit that it was probably a better name 
than Turnip. Other things would take a lot more getting used to. 

Like the fact that she was apparently quite close to the boy and the skyte. 

Not that she had anything against them. They both seemed nice enough, if a 
little bossy. It was just strange to have someone who claimed to know you so 
well when you couldn’t remember meeting them. Like playing a game of tag 
where you were blindfolded but everyone else could see. 

She thought she could trust them—they’d come to rescue her, hadn’t they? 
But a part of her couldn’t help questioning whether they were such good friends; 
how had they let her end up here in the first place? And their stories of jumping 
between worlds, fighting monsters, and solving quests was a little hard to take 
in. 

“Ts everything okay?” the boy asked. 

Marcus, she reminded herself. His name was Marcus. And the skyte had the 
silly name of Riph Raph. 

“Yes. I was only . . .” She glanced into the descending tunnel. “I was 
wondering what’s down there.” 

“I’m hoping for bugs,” Riph Raph said, flying slightly above them in the tight 
passageway. “I’m starving.” Marcus had used water magic to heal the skyte’s 
wing, and he seemed as energetic as ever. 

"Bugs.” She glanced up at the ceiling and shivered. 

“In Land Keep, there were these things called Harbingers,” Marcus said. 
“They had super long claws, and they sang songs about death. They kidnapped 
me, but you couldn’t see them.” 

“Claws?” She shivered. 

“Those were nothing compared to the Frost Bite,” Riph Raph said. 
“Remember how it almost bit your leg off? That was amazing.” 

Marcus laughed, although Kyja didn’t see how that could be funny. 


“You never got to see the swimming monkeys that nearly drowned us,” 
Marcus said. 

“You think it’s funny that you’ve almost been killed?” Kyja stopped walking 
and stared at them. 

Marcus’s smile disappeared. “Well . . . it wasn’t funny at the time.” 

“Tt was kind of funny when the air elementals hit you in the head with that 
melon.” Riph Raph snickered. “ 

Kyja couldn’t believe they were having this conversation. “Did I think it was 
funny?” 

“Actually,” Marcus said, “you were pretty mad at the air elementals. You got 
up in their faces and called them monsters.” 

“T did?” 

“Totally,” Riph Raph said. “You’re no one to mess with. Remember that time 
you spit in a Summoner’s face?” 

“No.” This was a side of herself she didn’t know at all. “So, ’m... brave?” 

“Heck yeah.” Marcus snorted. “One time you took on a bunch of undead with 
a sword. You were all ducking and slashing.” He turned to look at her. “Don’t 
you think you’re brave?” 

She hadn’t given the idea a lot of thought before. She knew she liked to help 
people. But sword fighting and spitting on monsters weren’t things she would 
have expected to find in her past. 

Marcus put a hand on her shoulder. “Why do you think you were so 
determined to go through the door?” 

“Because it was the right thing to do,” she answered at once. “The fire 
elementals need our help. And it sounds like the people of Earth and Farworld 
do too. I couldn’t give up when I knew something like that.” 

“Even though it was probably dangerous?” 

She tugged on a length of hair. “It’s not like I want to do anything dangerous. I 
definitely don’t see any of this as some kind of amazing adventure the way you 
two seem to. But if I have to take a risk to help the people who need us. . .” She 
stuck out her chin. “Then yes. I will face monsters or sword fights or—or — 
flying melons. Whatever it takes.” 

Marcus leaned forward and gave her an unexpected kiss on the nose. “That’s 
why we love you.” 

She felt heat spread all the way from the top of her head to her toes, and was 
glad for the darkness of the passageway. 
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They’d been walking for what felt like thirty minutes, and Marcus found 
himself leaning more and more on Kyja as his leg got worse. 

They stopped to catch their breath. “Am I too heavy?” 

“No,” Kyja puffed. “Well, maybe a little. Do I always help you get around like 
this?” 

Marcus laughed. “More than I’d like to admit. You dragged me through a 
desert once, and you drove me across the country on a motorcycle—you 
probably don’t remember what a motorcycle is. But normally, I have a stick or a 
staff or a pole to support myself with.” 

“We’ll try to find you one then,” she said. “Until we do, I don’t mind.” 

It was great to be back together again—even if he could tell that she didn’t 
completely trust everything they’d told her. Would he have acted any differently 
if it were him in her shoes? He tried to imagine Kyja and Riph Raph coming up 
to him at the old boys’ school and attempting to convince him they’d all been 
friends for years. 

“Hey,” Riph Raph called from ahead. “I found the end of the trail. And there’s 
fish!” 

Marcus glanced at Kyja. “We better catch up with him before he gets into 
trouble.” 

“Does he do that a lot?” Kyja asked as the two of them shuffled along again. 
“Get in trouble? 

“More than I’d like to think about.” 

They rounded a sharp turn and emerged in a large domed chamber. At the 
center of the room, a perfectly circular pool glowed the same blue as the walls. 

Riph Raph dove into the water and came out holding a green and gold fish. 
The fish’s scales shimmered as it flopped back and forth. Riph Raph threw back 
his head and gulped the fish down in one bite. “Delicious,” he called, going in 
for another. 

“Are you sure you should be eating those?” Kyja asked. She lowered Marcus 
to the ground, and the two of them knelt at the edge of the pool. “They could be 
poisonous.” 

“Skytes have stomachs of iron,” Riph Raph hooted, scooping up another fish. 

Marcus looked into the water, but it was impossible to see more than a foot or 
two down, past the hundreds of fish swimming lazily near the surface. He had no 
idea how deep the pool was, or what might be lurking near the bottom. “We may 
want to move back a little,” he said, remembering the frog-monkeys that had 
tried to drown him when he and Kyja had gone through the land-elemental tests. 

As though his voice had conjured up the very danger he had been 
remembering, bubbles started rising to the surface. Kyja leaned over the water, 


but Marcus quickly pulled her back. 

“Get out of there!” he called to Riph Raph. The skyte flew back to land behind 
Marcus and Kyja. 

The fish disappeared, and the number and intensity of the bubbles increased 
until the entire pool was roiling like a pot of hot water. 

“Have you—or we—ever seen anything like this?” Kyja asked, clutching 
Marcus’s arm. 

“No.” Marcus began planning what kind of magic he might need to defend 
them. Air to block an attack? A fireball to fight off whatever was coming? 

“Look,” Riph Raph said, poking his head out between them. 

A shape rose toward the surface of the pool, much larger than the fish. Marcus 
started forward, ready to attack or defend at the first sign of danger. Kyja’s 
fingers dug into his arm. 

Kyja leaned forward and smiled. “It’s a woman.” She started toward the pool 
as a figure with flowing, green hair and pale skin came into focus beneath the 
water, but Marcus tugged her back. 

She did look like a woman. As he’d quickly discovered, though, things in 
Farworld weren’t always as they appeared. The figure rose almost to the surface 
then stopped. Hair that was either intertwined with, or possibly made of, water 
plants floated in a nimbus about her face. Her body was wrapped in a flowing, 
green gown. 

His first thought was that she was young, but as the woman’s dark eyes met 
Marcus’s, he realized that wasn’t the case. There were no wrinkles on her skin 
and he saw no other physical signs of aging. Yet he sensed in the being a 
presence so old as to be almost timeless. If she were a tree, her rings would have 
gone back to before civilization existed. 

“She’s not dangerous,” Kyja said, sliding toward the edge of the water. 

“No,” Marcus agreed. He didn’t know what the woman was exactly, but he 
felt no threat from her. Instead, an almost overwhelming impression of peace 
emanated from her expressionless face as her gaze took in the three of them. He 
moved to the side of the pool and looked down on the figure. 

“Why have you come here?” Although the woman’s mouth was still under 
water, her voice echoed in the chamber without distortion. 

“To free the fire elementals,” Kyja said. 

The woman waited, limbs floating with a casual elegance, which, for some 
reason, reminded Marcus of lily pads. 

“We’re trying to open a drift,” Marcus said, “between Earth and Farworld. We 
have the help of a water elemental, a pair of land elementals, and an air 
elemental, but we still need fire.” 


The woman’s gaze drifted toward the ceiling. “The Fontasians have chosen to 
interact with the rest of the world,” she said in a musing tone of voice. “The”— 
she said something Marcus would never have been able to pronounce, but which 
he was sure meant land elementals—‘“have at last decided to do something 
instead of only documenting events, and the Aerisians have been freed.” 

Marcus nodded, although it wasn’t a question. 

“The time has come at last. Danger presses from inside and out. Darkness 
eclipses light. Evil overcomes good.” Her eyes shifted from the ceiling to give 
Marcus a penetrating stare. “He shall make whole that which was torn asunder. 
Restore that which was lost. And all shall be as one.” 

Marcus recognized the words of the prophecy. 

“Or he shall bring chaos,” the woman said. “Pull down that which was built 
up. Destroy all, so that none may restore it.” 

Marcus went cold. He’d heard that there was another version of the prophecy 
in which he failed. But he’d never heard the words. 

Her eyes burned into his soul. “You come to undo that which was done much 
longer ago than you can imagine,” she said. “Do you understand the risk?” 

His voice shook as he said, “I’m not sure.” 

The woman’s head bobbed ever so slightly, as if that was the correct answer. 
“I am one of the four,” she said. “Those for whom time and distance have no 
meaning. We are they who locked away the elementals at the first breaking. We 
who swore to protect, and wait. Now the time of breaking has come again. You 
alone stand to restore that which was torn asunder, or to destroy it once and for 
all.” 

Marcus didn’t know what to say. He had the power to destroy Farworld 
forever? The Master of the Dark Circle had said that he’d been the one to put the 
brand on Marcus’s arm. His own father had all but confirmed the truth of the 
claim. Did that mean he was only some random kid the Master had picked? If so, 
putting Farworld’s future in his hands would be crazy. 

“He doesn’t stand alone,” Kyja said. “I’m here to help him.” 

The woman’s eyes moved to Kyja. “Two. That is as it should be.” 

“Three,” Riph Raph said, and pushed forward. The woman stared at him, her 
eyes glittering beneath the dark water, and he eased away from the pool. “I 
mean, I’m just, you know, kind of tagging along. You can forget I’m here.” 

She turned back to look at Marcus at Kyja. “Once you choose to open the 
gate, there is no turning back. What you do here cannot be undone. Do you still 
wish to proceed?” 

“Yes,” Kyja said, softly. 

Marcus's throat felt almost too dry to speak, but he croaked out a “Y-yes.” 


Riph Raph nodded. 

“Very well. To free those who have been locked away and restore their magic, 
you must pass through four gates. At each gate you will be . . . evaluated.” 

“Like a test?” Marcus asked, thinking about the trials they’d had to pass 
through in Land Keep. 

“Do not think of them as tests,” the woman said. “Think of them as 
opportunities to learn. If you learn what is required, you may pass to the next 
gate.” 

“And if we fail?” Kyja asked. 

“Then you are not the right ones to open the gates,” the woman said. She 
lifted a hand out of the water. “If you are ready .. .” 

Marcus looked at Kyja. It wasn’t fair to get her into something like this with 
no memory of how hard it had been to gain the help of the other elementals. He 
was about to ask her if she wanted to wait here, but Kyja took his right hand in 
her left. Before he could say anything, she reached out and grabbed the woman’s 
hand. 

“Tt is done,” the woman said, and she pulled them into the water. 


28: The First Gate 


They were standing at the end of a dimly lit alley. Trash overflowed from 


dumpsters teeming with flies. The air smelled like raw sewage and exhaust, and 
somewhere above them, music pounded. 

Kneeling on the asphalt, Marcus felt dirty water seep through his robe. 

Kyja looked around and wrinkled her nose. “Is this Farworld?” 

“No,” a voice squeaked. “It’s not.” 

“Riph Raph?” Kyja bent over to look at a sharp-nosed rat. “Is that you?” 

“For some reason, he doesn’t travel very well between Farworld and Earth,” 
Marcus said. “He’s turned into a lizard, a chicken, and a frog.” 

Riph Raph wiggled his whiskers as Kyja scooped him in her hands. “Why 
don’t I ever get turned into something powerful? Like a fire-breathing dragon?” 

“No dragons on Earth,” Marcus said. “Although you’d probably make an 
adorable kitten.” 

Kyja petted Riph Raph’s furry head. “What are we supposed to do now?” 

“I have no idea,” Marcus said. “It’s not like that woman gave us instructions 
or anything.” 

A faint whimpering came from somewhere nearby. Marcus grabbed a dented 
trashcan and pulled himself up. “Do you hear that?” 

“Yes.” Kyja tilted her head, and the whimpering turned into all-out crying. 
She handed Riph Raph to Marcus. “It sounds like a baby.” 

The two of them started down the alley, Kyja walking, Marcus scooting 
through the debris. 

“Over there,” he said, pointing to a sheet of newspaper that shook and rustled. 
The crying sound came from beneath it. 

Kyja lifted the paper. Lying on the ground, wrapped in a pink blanket, was a 
baby who couldn’t have been more than a month or two old. Kyja picked up the 
baby and cradled it her arms. “Ohh,” she cooed, rocking it. “You poor little 
thing. Who could have done this to you?” 

A group of shadows appeared from the open end of the alley, and Marcus 
turned to see four men walking toward them. They looked to be anywhere 
between sixteen and twenty years old—dressed in jeans, t-shirts, and jackets. 


One of them carried a length of pipe, and Marcus caught a flash of metal under 
the hoodie of another. 

Remembering what he’d learned about deflecting weapons from Divum, 
Marcus reached for air magic, but found nothing. It was as if his magic had been 
cut completely off again. He tried to ready a fireball, and the same thing 
happened. 

“Give me the kid,” said the biggest of the four—a muscular man with red hair 
buzzed short. 

“You can’t have him.” Kyja stepped away, clutching the baby to her chest. 

The teenager with the pipe swung it back and forth like a pendulum. “Give 
him the kid. Now.” 

“Leave us alone,” Marcus said, clutching the edge of a dumpster to pull 
himself upright. “We’ll call the police.” 

A tall guy with a bald head grabbed Marcus and threw him against the wall. 

After that, everything happened fast. Riph Raph jumped out of Marcus’s hand 
and ran at the men, squeaking, “Nobody messes with my friends!” 

“A rat!” the bald man squealed, backing up against the wall. 

Kyja broke for the end of the alley, holding the crying baby in her arms. The 
man with the pipe grabbed her and spun her around. Marcus felt the ground for 
anything he could use as a weapon. His fingers closed on a chunk of concrete. 
He picked it up and threw it at the man with the pipe, hitting him square in the 
back. 

The man with red hair darted forward and pulled a knife from under his 
hoodie. Before anyone could respond, he leaped at Kyja and stabbed her in the 
stomach. 

She looked at the man, in shock, before slumping against the wall. He 
snatched the baby from her, and the four men raced out of the alley. 

“Kyja!” Marcus screamed as a red circle bloomed on the front of her gown 
and she fell to the ground. 
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At first Kyja felt nothing at all—a flash of metal and a sense of surprise. The 
pain came a second later, sharp and tearing. She fell against the wall and 
watched in shock as the man yanked the baby from her arms. The strength went 
out of her legs, and wetness spread down the front of her gown. 

She heard the boy shout to her. Marcus, she reminded herself woozily. His 
name is Marcus. She put her hands to her gown, and they came away red. 
“Why?” she tried to ask, but the only thing that came out of her mouth was a wet 


clicking sound. 

“Do something!” Riph Raph squeaked. “Use magic.” 

“T can’t.” Marcus was at her side, taking her hand, talking to her. “You’re 
going to be okay. We’ll find someone to help you. I’m so sorry. I tried to stop 
them, but I couldn’t touch air or fire or . . .” His words began to slur together. 

Was he having a hard time talking, or was she having a hard time hearing? 
She looked up. The stars seemed especially bright. Like fairies watching over 
her. Her head slumped to the side, and she couldn’t see them anymore. 

“She’s dying,” Riph Raph said. 

“T don’t know what to do,” Marcus cried. “What kind of test is this? Why did 
you take my—” He stopped yelling, and Kyja felt his hand tighten on hers. 
“Water,” he said, his voice rising. “I have water magic.” 

He leaned over her, whispering something that sounded like a poem All at 
once, the pain was gone. The weakness was gone too. She sat up and touched the 
spot where she’d been stabbed. It was completely healed. She stared up at 
Marcus. 

“Are you... okay?” Marcus asked. 

“Yes,” she said, unable to believe it. One second she’d felt her life draining 
away, and the next, she’d never felt better. “How did you do that?” 

Marcus beamed. “Water is the strongest healing magic. I learned about it from 
Cascade while waiting for Master Therapass and Tankum.” 

“Way to go,” Riph Raph said, pink rat tail swishing trash behind him like a 
broom. 

Kyja tentatively stood up and didn’t feel wobbly at all. She felt good. Strong. 
“What about the baby? We can’t let them take it.” 

“We won't,” Marcus said. 

He seemed so confident and determined. He stared at the brick walls, although 
there didn’t seem to be anything to see in them. “There,” he said, pointing at a 
spot a little to her left. “They’re about a block away, heading east on foot.” 

Kyja stared from Marcus to the wall. “How can you know that?” 

“Water’s good for more than healing,” Marcus said. “Fontasians can see for 
miles.” 

Riph Raph’s whiskers quivered as he crawled up Kyja’s arm. “We’ll never 
catch them. And even if we do, how are we supposed to get the baby back?” 

Kyja petted his gray fur. “We’ll figure that out once we’ve found them. This 
has to be what we were sent here for. Recusing the baby will prove that we are 
the right people to save Farworld and Earth.” She reached out to Marcus. “Pl 
help you walk.” 

“Thanks, but I’ve got this.” Marcus pointed at a puddle of dirty water, and a 


glittering ice staff rose from it. “Water magic has lots of uses. I’ll bet that’s the 
test—to show that we know how to use magic that fire elementals can’t.” 

He and Kyja walked out of the alley to the street. “What kind of magic do 
those use?” she asked, pointing to metal carts rolling by in both directions. 

“They’re called cars,” Marcus said. “And they use engines, not magic. But 
don’t even think about it.” 

“Cars,” she repeated, eyeing them hungrily. “We have to find those men 
before they hurt the baby,” she said. 

Marcus nodded. “Leave it to me.” 
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Sprawled in the filthy alley, watching Kyja get stabbed, Marcus had never felt 
more helpless. All of his years of being picked on, the many times his damaged 
body had let him down, the weeks he’d spent with no idea whether Kyja was 
dead or alive, with no way to help her—it all come back in a wave of anger and 
despair. 

He didn’t understand why the other elements were blocked, but now, with 
water magic surging through him, he’d never felt more powerful. He planned to 
use every ounce of that power to stop the men who’d stolen the infant. How 
dare they attack Kyja? How dare they steal an innocent child? Anger throbbed in 
his temples and made his muscles shake. If the thugs wanted a fight, he’d bring 
them one. 

“The first thing we need to do is slow them down,” he said. He raised his 
withered arm, and thick, gray fog billowed from the clear sky. “Let’s see them 
try to find their way through that.” The kidnappers would be the helpless ones, 
while he was more powerful than ever. 

Next they needed transportation, but he could do a lot better than a car. He 
pointed to a sewer grate. Water streamed up between the metal bars, freezing 
into shape as it hit the sidewalk. An ice-scaled body with crystal wings formed 
in front of them. 

Riph Raph blinked his beady rat eyes. “Since when can you make a frost 
pinnois?” 

The ice creature wasn’t as big as the real thing, and Marcus probably wouldn’t 
be able to hold it together for long—especially not if the weather were warm. 
But on a cold, damp night with only a few blocks to cover, it would work. 

Kyja looked at him with wonder in her eyes, and he stuck out his chest a little. 
“You didn’t say you were such a powerful wizard.” 

He shrugged as they climbed onto the miniature pinnois. “I’ve been 


practicing.” 

“Where do you wish me to take you?” the pinnois asked in what sounded like 
a rather bad French accent. 

Marcus pointed in the direction the men were walking, and the pinnois took 
off. 

“Whooooo-weeee,” Kyja whooped as they flew through the foggy night air, 
zipping above taxis, under stoplights, and around phone poles. Her dark hair 
blew back from her head, fluttering like a cape. “This is incredible.” 

“Please tell me he has a license for this,” Riph Raph said, flattening himself 
against her palm. 

With his water-magic-enhanced vision, Marcus watched the men with the 
baby walking cautiously through the swirling mist. They seemed to be headed 
toward a nearby apartment building, but he would make sure they never got that 
far. His hand tightened on the ice staff. After years of being bullied, it felt great 
to have a way to fight back. 

In minutes, they landed in front of the building the men were walking toward. 

“Stay quiet,” he whispered as they climbed off the pinnois. It melted back into 
a puddle. “The men will be here any second.” 

“Should we try talking to them?” Kyja asked. 

Marcus shook his head. “Talking didn’t work.” 

Huddled together, the men stepped into the light from the building entrance. 
The baby had stopped crying, and it seemed to be okay—for now. 

Marcus leaned casually against the wall. “Look who it is,” he called, startling 
the group. 

“How did you get here?” asked the man with the infant. His eyes went to the 
red stain on Kyja’s gown; he was clearly wondering how she was still standing. 

“That’s none of your business,” Marcus said. “Give us back the baby, and we 
won’t hurt you too much.” Kyja glanced at him, and he winked. 

The red-haired man clutched the child to his chest. The teen with the pipe 
stepped forward, brandishing his weapon. 

Marcus tapped the end of his ice staff on the ground, and steaming hot water 
gushed from the end of the man’s pipe. 

“Ahh!” he screamed, dropping his weapon as hot water soaked his jeans. 
Marcus thought it looked comical—like something from a movie. 

The man with the baby pulled a knife, but Marcus made it wet and slick in his 
hand. The handle slipped through his fingers, and the knife fell to the ground. 

Clearly spooked, the men backed away. “We don’t want no trouble.” 

“Then you shouldn’t have messed with us,” Marcus said. 

“Maybe we should—” Kyja began. 


But Marcus was already tapping his staff again. The rage he’d felt before 
thudded in his temples. Bullies like these needed to be taught a lesson. Just 
because they were strong didn’t mean they were allowed to hurt other people. 
What they needed was a taste of their own medicine. 

Water magic flowed from Marcus’s staff, and something with bunched 
muscles rose out of the water; its claws and teeth glinted in the fog. Spikes rose 
from the back of its twisted neck. Marcus smiled at the terror that replaced the 
men’s earlier confidence. 

The water creature lifted a clawed hand. One of the men turned to run, but 
Marcus froze his feet to the sidewalk. He’d let the creature go at them for a 
while and then— 

“Stop it!” Kyja yelled, stepping between Marcus’s creature and the men. 

“What are you doing?” he demanded, struggling to contain the monster he had 
created. 

She spun to glare at him. “What are you doing?” 

“Getting back the baby.” Why was she getting in his way? Isn’t this what she 
wanted? He’d thought she’d be impressed by what he could do, but she looked 
mad. 

She put her hands on her hips. “You’re getting the baby back by hurting these 
men the way they hurt me? You don’t care about the child. You’re trying to get 
revenge.” 

The water creature hesitated, awaiting Marcus’s command. This wasn’t 
revenge, he argued with himself. He was saving the baby, saving Kyja. And, 
okay, maybe he wanted to let them experience the helplessness he’d felt, but 
what was wrong with that? 

Kyja turned to the man holding the baby. He clutched the infant to his chest in 
a way that Marcus realized looked more protective than he’d expected. The child 
should have been terrified, but it cooed and gurgled against the man’s jacket. 

“Do you know who the baby belongs to?” Kyja asked. 

He nodded, looking from her to the water creature. “She’s my sister’s. Her 
boyfriend broke up with her and took little Lizzie. He said she’d never see her 
again. We thought you guys were helping him.” 

His sister’s baby? Marcus’s grip on the ice staff loosened, and the water 
creature began to melt back into the puddle. 

“T’m sorry I stabbed you,” the man said. “I guess I panicked. Are you okay?” 

Kyja nodded. “I’m fine. Take Lizzie home to her mother.” 

Fog swirled around them, and Marcus and Kyja were no longer in the street. 
Instead they were standing on a grassy clearing in the middle of a forest. Riph 
Raph was a skyte again, and the blood was gone from the front of Kyja’s gown. 


What had happened? Why were they here? Had they passed the test, or failed 
it? Marcus didn’t understand. He’d felt so sure he’d been doing the right thing— 
sticking up for the weak. Now he realized he’d probably made a huge mistake. 


29: The Second Gate 


Kyja’s heart was still pounding. She couldn’t believe Marcus had made that, 


that . . . creature. Hadn’t he seen how the man obviously cared for the child? 
Had he really been about to let the monster he’d made attack them? 

What if the man had dropped the infant? What if the monster had accidently 
hurt the baby? It was exactly the way Chaos would have reacted if he ever got 
loose. 

“What were you thinking back there?” she demanded. 

Without his ice staff, Marcus’s bad leg wobbled. He grabbed the branch of a 
nearby sapling to hold himself upright. “I wasn’t thinking,” he said. “I was doing 
what had to be done.” 

“Really?” she balled her hands into fists. “You had to make that man scald 
himself? You had to freeze the other one’s feet to the ground? You had to 
threaten them with that thing?” 

Marcus’s face slowly went red. “Maybe not. And maybe I didn’t have to save 
your life, either. Or did you forget about that part?” 

“Hey, kids,” Riph Raph said. “How about we look for some tasty bugs? Or 
explore the forest? This looks like a great place for a picnic.” 

Kyja and Marcus ignored the skyte. She turned on him. “You think that saving 
my life excuses the way you acted afterward?” Kyja asked. “I would rather have 
bled to death than take a chance of hurting that baby. You terrified those men.” 
Marcus had seemed so nice at first, but now she was seeing his real side. 

“They. Tried. To. Kill. You,” Marcus shouted, spit flying from his lips. 

“Because they thought I was trying to take their child,” Kyja shouted back. 

“Which you wouldn’t have discovered if I hadn’t found a way to catch up to 
them and scare them so bad that they had to talk to us.” 

Riph Raph’s head followed the argument back and forth like the ball in a ping 
pong game. Suddenly the skyte’s eyes went wide. “Um, if you two could put 
your argument on hold for a minute .. .” 

“You were a brute,” Kyja said. 

Marcus sneered. “And you think you can talk your way out of any situation.” 

“Guys!” Riph Raph shouted. 


Marcus and Kyja glared at him. “What?” they yelled together. 

“There’s, um, someone else here,” the skyte said, looking to his left out of the 
comer of his eyes. “So maybe you could, you know, save the argument for 
later?” 

The sapling Marcus had been holding bent as though caught in a strong 
breeze. Kyja barely had time to think that there was no wind when the tree 
turned, and she realized it wasn’t a tree at all, but a man with brown skin and 
thick, leaf-like hair. He raised from a bow and studied the three of them with 
nut-brown eyes set in a deeply wrinkled face. 

“What did you learn?” the man asked. 

Kyja looked at Marcus. Had the tree man been there all along? Had he heard 
everything they’d said? She had a strong feeling that they hadn’t made the best 
impression. 

“You’re one of the...” Marcus said. “You’re like the lady in the pool?” 

“I am one of the four,” the man said. 

Marcus quickly let go of him, and the man conjured a root out of the ground. 
The root turned into a beautiful polished staff, which he handed to Marcus. “This 
should help you.” 

“Thanks,” Marcus said. “It’s the perfect length.” 

Riph Raph studied the man with big, round eyes. “Are you a person, ora... 
plant?” 

“Riph Raph!” Kyja said. “That’s rude.” 

The man only smiled. “I am a living thing. Like each of you. I have watched 
you three since you began your quest.” He spoke slowly, as if choosing his 
words with care. “So far I have been impressed. But now I must determine if you 
have learned enough to continue your journey.” 

“We’ve learned that talking is better than fighting,” Kyja said. 

The man intertwined his branch fingers and looked at Marcus. 

“Maybe that’s what you learned,” Marcus said. “But that’s not what I learned. 
We didn’t start the fight, and talking didn’t help when those men first showed up. 
Maybe I went overboard, but if we hadn’t chased them down and threatened 
them, we never would have discovered the truth.” 

“That’s only because they wouldn’t talk to us in the first place,” Kyja said. “If 
they’d told us the baby belonged to that one man’s sister, we wouldn’t have 
needed to fight.” 

Marcus frowned. “The problem is, we didn’t have that choice. They chose to 
attack us. We tried to talk, but they didn’t listen. They forced us to act, and until 
we did, talking wasn’t an option.” 

Kyja turned to the tree. Surely arguing wasn’t helping their cause. “Marcus is 


right. As much as I hate to say it, sometimes you have no choice but to react.” 

“You’re right too,” Marcus said. “I was trying to help, but I got carried away.” 

The tree man studied them, the leaves of his branches fluttering ever so 
slightly. 

“T guess we don’t know what we learned,” Kyja admitted. “Sometimes using 
logic and common sense is best. But at other times, it seems like you have to 
follow your emotions. Maybe we aren’t ready after all.” 

The man’s bark-like face crinkled into a smile. “Very good. You may continue 
on the path.” He pointed a twig finger toward the woods, where Kyja saw that a 
path had opened up. 

“I don’t get it,” Marcus said. “How can you send us on if we don’t know what 
we were supposed to learn?” 

“Tt’s not important that you know what you have learned,” the man said 
slowly. “Only that you learned it.” He turned and started toward the woods, his 
root feet sinking into the ground and pulling back out with each step. Behind 
him, the grass looked a little greener. 

“Can you give us any advice?” Kyja called after him. “Something to help us 
going forward?” 

“Be wise,” the tree called back before vanishing into the woods. 

“A lot of help he was,” Marcus said. “He might as well have told us 
something like, don’t make mistakes, or make the right choices.” 

Kyja laughed. “Don’t believe lies. Pay attention to important things.” 

“Don’t let birds poop on your head,” Riph Raph added. “And try not to eat 
poisonous mushrooms.” 

Together the three followed the path into the woods. The trees were so high 
and thick that it was like walking into a tunnel. The brightness of day changed to 
a gloomy twilight gray, and the air took on a chill. 

“From now on,” Marcus said as they walked along the winding dirt path, “I 
promise to talk first and do magic second.” 

Glancing around the woods, Kyja had the distinct feeling that something was 
watching them. She edged a little closer to Marcus. “Maybe you should keep 
your magic ready. Just in case.” 

They continued silently along the trail. Every so often, one of them stopped to 
look around, thinking they had seen movement from the corner of their eyes. But 
when they turned to look, there was nothing around. 

Riph Raph, who had been flying ahead, returned to land on Kyja’s shoulder. 
“Do you smell that?” 

Kyja sniffed. The air smelled like swamp water or eggs that had gone bad. 

“Stinks like dirty diapers,” Marcus said. 


The farther they walked, the stronger the odor grew. Another smell appeared 
too, beneath the rotten-egg smell. Kyja wasn’t able to identify it until Marcus 
suddenly stopped and looked around. 

“Ts something burning?” he asked. 

That was it; she smelled smoke. Kyja looked around, trying to identify the 
direction it was coming from. “Do you think the forest is on fire?” 

“T don’t see any flames,” Marcus said. “But I definitely smell smoke. And 
notice how there aren’t any more bird or insect sounds. The woods were full of 
cheeps, and chirps, and buzzes when we started out. But now it’s like we’re 
standing in the middle of a cemetery.” 

Kyja patted Riph Raph’s head. “Maybe you could fly around and take a look.” 

Riph Raph wrapped his tail tightly around himself. “When birds and bugs 
disappear, skytes tend to stay put. It’s a self-preservation thing.” 

“Hang on,” Marcus said. “I have an idea.” He knelt on the ground, clasped his 
staff in his hands, and closed his eyes. 

“Praying isn’t a bad idea,” Riph Raph said. “But I’m thinking running might 
be a little more useful at the moment.” 

“T’m not praying,” Marcus said. “I’m seeing.” 

Kyja nodded. “Like when you used water magic to find the baby.” 

Marcus continued to close his eyes. “There’s no water magic here. They’ve 
blocked it off like they did with land and fire magic before. The only magic I can 
reach here is land, so I’m using it to look through the eyes of a tree.” 

Kyja thought she must have misheard. “Trees have eyes?” 

“Tt’s one of those yoga witchdoctor things,” Riph Raph said. “Become one 
with nature and eat a pine cone.” 

“Shhh,” Marcus whispered. “Okay, I can see the sky, a lot more trees, and a 
mountain with a cave in the side.” 

“Any smoke?” Kyja asked. “Or flames?” 

Marcus shook his head. “There has been, though. I can see lots of burned trees 
near the mountains, but nothing recent. The forest is worried; I can sense it. 
They know more fires could come at any time. And . . . wait, what’s that?” He 
put his hand to the side of his head, brow wrinkling in concentration. 

“Well?” Riph Raph asked. “What is it? Plague? Pestilence? Please don’t tell 
me you see starvation.” 

Marcus opened his eyes and stood. “Come on, we have to go.” 

“What did you see?” Kyja asked as Marcus limped quickly along the trail. 
“Are we in danger?” 

“Not us,” Marcus said. 

They walked over a low rise, and a small cabin came into view. A neat garden 


was planted on one side, and as they got closer, Kyja noticed that the dirt in front 
of the porch was neatly raked. The shutters and door had been painted a cheery 
green, and smooth river rocks had been used to build a chimney and garden wall. 
But what caught her eyes right away were the scorch marks on the roof and 
walls of the cabin. 

“Hello,” Marcus shouted, hurrying toward the building. “Is anyone home?” 

There was no answer. 

“Maybe they moved,” Riph Raph said. “That’s what I’d do if I lived in a place 
that smelled like this.” 

As they reached the cabin, Kyja noticed something discarded on the side of 
the porch. She walked over and picked it up. It was a rag doll with blonde yarn 
hair and blue button eyes. No child would willingly leave a beloved toy like this 
behind. 

Marcus banged on the door. “Is anyone there?” When no one answered, he 
tugged on the leather pull and pushed the door open. Cautiously they stepped 
inside. The room was in disarray, with belongings strewn all over the floor and 
food spilled everywhere. 

“What is it?” Kyja asked. “Did robbers attack?” 

“T don’t think so.” Marcus looked slowly around the room before walking 
back outside. “See the flame marks?” 

Kyja nodded. It was as if someone had tried to burn the place down—and 
nearly succeeded. “What could have caused that?” 

“The same thing that took the family,” Marcus said. “The trees were trying to 
warn me, but I couldn’t understand.” He turned and pointed to the cave in the 
side of the mountain. “They were taken by a dragon.” 


30: Talking it Out 


cc 
Ten me again what we’re trying to do here,” Riph Raph said as they climbed 


the side of the mountain. “Because it seems to me that we’re on our way to face 
a creature that could destroy an entire village. Yet we have no weapons, no 
spells, and no plan.” 

“That’s pretty much it,” Marcus said. “I’ve been giving a lot of thought to 
what happened when we tried to save the baby. Like Kyja said, if we’d talked to 
the men in the first place, we could have worked everything out.” 

Raph Raph’s eyes began to twitch. “So you want to ask the dragon to give us 
back the family—assuming it hasn’t already eaten them? What are you going to 
give it in trade? Dragons aren’t exactly known for the high number of favors 
they do.” 

“We won’t know what it wants until we ask,” Marcus said. He’d been 
crawling the last hundred feet, and now the mountain was so steep that Kyja had 
to crawl too. 

“Who knows?” Marcus went on. “Maybe it’s a nice little baby dragon.” 

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Kyja asked. “I’m wondering if this might 
be a situation where we use magic first and talk second.” 

Marcus stopped to catch his breath. They were almost to the cave entrance, 
and he could see faint swirls of yellow smoke drifting into the air. “Wasn’t the 
idea of the thing with the baby to teach us the logic and reasoning of water 
elementals?” 

Kyja raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. 

He pointed to the cave. “We negotiate with the dragon. We ask how it’s doing. 
What kind of dragon it is. Have a little casual chitchat to get things started. Then 
we happen to mention how we’re looking for a family. Maybe it’s seen them. Is 
there something it would trade them for? It tells us it wants some magical gem, a 
special sword, blue slippers, or whatever. We find what it wants, make the trade, 
and the next member of the four moves us forward.” 

“Sounds too good to be true,” Kyja said. 

Riph Raph flapped his ears. “That’s because it is. Here’s how the conversation 
will go. We say, ‘How are you doing?’ The dragon eats us. No more 


conversation. No more us.” 

“You’ve learned nothing from this experience,” Marcus said. “This is why I’m 
in charge.” 

“Excuse me?” Kyja said. “I’m the one who made you come here in the first 
place. What makes you think you’re the one in charge?” 

Above their heads, an especially large plume of yellow smoke rose from the 
cave entrance, and a roar shook the entire mountain. 

“Who invades my home?” a terrifying voice bellowed. 

“Remember, you’re in charge,” Riph Raph said, ducking behind a rock. 

“Did you prepare any spells?” Kyja asked. “In case logic doesn’t work?” 

Marcus shook his head. “Land magic doesn’t have a lot of weapons. It’s 
mostly used to study and learn things.” 

A large, green snout emerged over the ledge. The mouth had several rows of 
teeth as tall as Marcus. 

“T think we’re about to learn something,” Riph Raph wailed, his blue body 
shaking. “We’re about to learn why nobody tries to negotiate with dragons.” 

Marcus craned his neck to look up at the dragon. “Hello!” he shouted. “How 
are you today? Nice weather we’re having.” 

A burst of flame shot down at them, and they all ducked. 

“No more chitchat,” Kyja said. “Get to the point.” 

Marcus agreed. Arms and legs trembling, he pushed himself up on a boulder 
to address the dragon “We’re looking for a family and—” 

The dragon stretched out its neck and gazed down at them. The creature’s 
head was as big as the entire cabin the family had been taken from. Each of its 
eyes was the size of a tractor tire. 

“That’s no baby,” Riph Raph yelped. 

The dragon shot another burst of flame down at them. Marcus used land 
magic to create a barrier of rock and dirt, but the heat still singed the top of his 
hair. With another roar, the dragon lunged and opened its mouth to eat them. 

“Run!” Marcus screamed. He cast a spell to pull as many rocks onto the 
dragon as he could—creating a minor avalanche that was a distraction at best— 
and rolled down the side of the mountain. 


—— D 


“Did that go according to plan?” Riph Raph asked, nursing a badly sprained 
tail. They were back in the cabin, each of them banged up and bruised. 

“T told you before; I didn’t have a plan,” Marcus said, holding a wet cloth to 
his eye. “I assumed the point of this quest was to show what we’d learned from 


the last one.” 

“T think we can safely conclude that that’s not the case,” Kyja said. She turned 
a carving knife left and right, wincing at the reflection of an egg-sized lump on 
her forehead. “Are you sure you can’t heal this? It looks like I have a second 
nose.” 

“Sorry,” Marcus said. “Land magic doesn’t have any healing spells. At least 
none I’ve learned.” 

Kyja sighed and put down the knife. They’d searched the entire house, but 
found no weapons to fight a dragon with. Which made sense. If the people who 
had lived here owned weapons that could have destroyed a dragon, they’d still 
be here. 

“What kinds of things can you do with land magic?” she asked. There had to 
be something they could cast that would give them an advantage. 

Marcus sighed and leaned back in his chair. “Digging holes. Filling up holes. 
Moving rocks and stuff. Seeing through the eyes of plants and animals.” 

“Seal its cave off,” Riph Raph said. “We could suffocate it.” 

“T don’t have that kind of power,” Marcus said. “That little avalanche was 
pretty much the limit of my abilities, and it barely gave us enough time to 
escape.” 

“Besides,” Kyja said. “Suffocating the dragon would kill the family, too.” 

Marcus found a couple of apples under the table and offered one to Kyja. She 
shook her head. “Ever since I died, I’m not hungry.” 

Marcus took a bite of his and wiped juice from his chin. “If you’re already 
dead, how did you almost die when you got stabbed?” 

Kyja shrugged. “I’ve been thinking about that ever since it happened. I 
shouldn’t have been able to get stabbed any more than I should have this lump 
on my head. I think this is all some kind of illusion.” 

Riph Raph licked his bent tail and sniffed. “Feels real to me.” 

“What about that seeing thing?” Kyja asked. “Is there any way you could look 
through the dragon’s eyes and get an idea of what’s going on in its lair? Or 
maybe look through one of the family members’ eyes?” 

“I’m pretty sure dragons are immune to magic,” Marcus said. “Even if they 
weren’t, that wouldn’t work. Plants are easy. But Lanctrus-Darnoc said that you 
can only see through the eyes of animals who have had a profound influence on 
your life.” 

Kyja got up and began looking through the belongings of the family who had 
lived in the cabin. She found a big bed and a little bed. Clothing in adult sizes 
and a child’s sizes. Adult books and children’s stories. All of the items were 
pointed reminders that a family needed help, and they had no way to give it. 


“You said that water elementals are known for logic and reason. What are land 
elementals known for?” 

Marcus lay back on the floor, resting his head in his hands. “Having giant 
wings and arguing with each other.” He laughed. “I don’t know. Wisdom, I 
guess. Learning things and teaching them to others. They have this huge library 
in Land Keep with, like, every book in the world.” 

“Books?” Kyja went back to the stack of thick leather volumes she’d glanced 
at earlier. Was there a chance one of those might help? She skimmed through 
each of the titles. She found books about trapping, skinning, and cooking. She 
opened one on mining, and the pages flipped to a section covered with 
handwritten notes. 

“Look at this,” she said, studying the pages. “It says that the cave where the 
dragon lives used to be a gold mine. According to these notes, the people who 
lived here have been exploring the mine for a while. They discovered several air 
vents leading into the mountain.” 

Marcus pushed himself to his feet and limped to her side. He studied the pages 
over Kyja’s shoulder. “Air vents won’t help us. See, the miners were hoping to 
use the vents to get into the cave. But the openings are too small to climb 
through.” 

“They’re too small for us,” Kyja said. “But not for Riph Raph.” 


— hm 


“Maybe negotiating wasn’t such a bad idea,” Riph Raph said. “We probably 
got off on the wrong talon last time.” 

Marcus sat with his eyes closed. “Be quiet and let me concentrate.” Seeing 
through the eyes of plants had been easy, but seeing through the eyes of an 
animal was proving to be much more complicated. It was like trying to make his 
way through a maze with millions of possible doors. Every time he thought he 
was getting close, he’d take a wrong turn and end up having to start over. 

“T need you to help me,” he told the skyte. “You have to guide me to your 
eyes.” 

“No thanks,” Riph Raph said. “We skytes don’t like things inside us unless we 
ate them. Why don’t you try looking through the eyes of a bird or a bug?” 

Marcus ground his teeth. “I told you, it has to be something I’ve been 
influenced by. And a bug won’t help us. I need something that can go down the 
air shaft and free the family.” 

“There are so many problems with that plan,” Riph Raph said, counting them 
off on his talons. “One, I don’t want anyone or anything in my head. It gives me 


the jim-jams. Two, I am not going into a dragon’s lair. No way, no how. Three, 
no. Just, no.” He put his wings over his head and shuddered. 

Kyja scratched the skyte behind his ears. “Marcus promised he would create a 
distraction once you’re inside.” 

“And if the dragon doesn’t get distracted?” Riph Raph asked. “You two are 
safe out here, and I get cooked.” 

“What do you want to do instead?” Marcus asked, slamming his fist against 
his leg. “Leave them to die?” 

“I thought you said you trusted each other,” Kyja said. “You both took 
chances to save me.” 

Marcus and Riph Raph looked at each other. 

“T trust Riph Raph as much as anyone I know,” Marcus said. 

The skyte waggled his ears. Kyja waited. “Fine,” the skyte said. “I trust him.” 

Kyja nodded. “From what you two told me about land elementals, it seems 
like there is something else they must have in common besides wisdom and 
learning. Can you imagine how much trust it would take to commit to spend the 
rest of your life attached to another creature? It’s the same kind of trust family 
members need to have in one another.” 

“You don’t have to let me look through your eyes,” Marcus said. “I trust that 
you’ll get to the family. We can work out a signal, or a count, or something.” 

“No, I'll let you see through my eyes.” The skyte sighed. “But if that dragon 
singes a single one of my scales, I’m holding both of you personally 
responsible.” 

Marcus closed his eyes and again tried to find his way to seeing through Riph 
Raph. This time it was like having a friend take his hand and guide him through 
the maze’s twists and turns. A moment later, the world came into sharp focus. 

“Wow!” He gasped. “I’ve never seen things so clearly before. Even water 
vision didn’t have this kind of detail.” He opened his eyes but continued to see 
through the skyte. 

“Of course,” Riph Raph said. “Skytes have the greatest eyesight of any 
creature who soars above the ground.” 

Marcus had gotten used to Riph Raph’s constant boasting. But this time he 
thought the skyte’s claim might actually be true. “Remember,” he said, “once 
you find the family, wait for our diversion. Then free them and find a way to get 
them out of the cave entrance.” 

As Riph Raph soared into the sky, Marcus felt his stomach lurch. Trees, rocks, 
and grass raced by below him in detail great enough that he could see a furry, 
white creature peek out from beneath a rock, a tiny purple flower nod in the 
wind, and a pine cone drop from a tree branch then bounce its way to the ground. 


What must it have be like to spend every second of every day with this kind of 
sensory input? 

“Ts he there yet?” Kyja asked. 

“He’s spotted the air shaft,” Marcus said. “He’s going down now.” 

The sky disappeared and, he found himself in a dark tunnel. Even with the 
skyte’s keen vision, it was difficult to make anything out. Riph Raph glanced up 
toward the opening, and Marcus whispered, “Don’t give up.” 

“What’s he doing?” Kyja asked, squeezing his hand. 

With his vision coming through Riph Raph’s eyes, Marcus couldn’t see her, or 
anything around him. He would be completely reliant on Kyja to guide him 
when the time came for him to do his part. 

Marcus held his breath. Riph Raph glanced toward the light above him one 
more time, then began crawling down the tunnel. “He’s doing it,” Marcus said. 
“He’s going in.” 

For several minutes, he couldn’t see anything at all. It was a strange sensation 
to see no light or color, despite the fact that his eyes were open, and he knew that 
it was the middle of the day—a small taste of what it must feel like to be blind. 
He spotted a glow ahead. 

“T think he’s almost there.” The glow grew brighter. It was a room, a huge 
cavern filled with piles of treasure, weapons, armor, shields, and . . . bones. Was 
it too late? Had the dragon eaten the family? 

Riph Raph looked left and spotted the dragon, who was searching suspiciously 
around the room as though he sensed someone nearby. 

“Now,” Marcus said, gripping Kyja’s hand. “Point me toward the cave 
entrance.” 

Taking Marcus’s shoulders, Kyja turned his body slightly to the left, and he 
held out his hands. He’d said that land magic was mostly good for things like 
digging and filling holes. That was true. But digging could be done quite rapidly. 
And when it was... 

A boom rattled the air, and Marcus felt the ground shake beneath him. He 
blasted another hole, and another. Boom. Boom. 

Kyja squeezed his hand. “That’s incredible.” 

Inside its lair, the dragon’s head spun around. It roared and shot a plume of 
flame toward the mouth of the cave. 

“Tt’s working,” Kyja said. “Here it comes.” 

Watching from Riph Raph’s eyes, Marcus saw the dragon disappear through 
the cave entrance. “Go,” he urged the skyte. 

Riph Raph launched himself out of the vent and soared around the dragon’s 
lair. The skyte darted around the cave, searching for the family. For a second, 


Marcus was afraid that the family really had been killed, but then he saw them in 
the back of the cavern, locked in a large cage. Riph Raph flew down and began 
working the lock with his talons as the family crowded around the door. The 
mother and father said something, but, with no sound, Marcus couldn’t tell what. 

The key now was to keep creating diversions. Marcus used every bit of land 
magic he knew—blasting holes, dropping rocks, creating walls of dirt. 

“Hurry,” he whispered. 

Kyja’s grip tightened until she was crushing Marcus’s fingers. “The dragon 
sees us. What do we do now?” 

Marcus hadn’t thought that far. 

“Tt’s coming!” Kyja yelled. 

Riph Raph had the cage open, and the family was climbing out. But escaping 
would take a couple of more minutes. 

A roar shook the air, and Marcus felt a blast of fire inches above his head. 

“Look out!” Kyja screamed. 

Marcus wanted to see what was happening, but he couldn’t take his eyes off 
the family until he knew they were safe. He had no way to fight the dragon, and 
they’d never be able to escape from it with him being unable to see and having a 
bad leg. 

Doing the only thing he could think of, Marcus dug a hole right under them. 
They fell through the air and hit the ground hard enough to knock the breath out 
of them 

“What are you doing?” Kyja shouted. “It’s right on top of us.” 

Marcus smelled the dragon’s sulfuric breath and gave them the only cover he 
was able to—piles of rock and dirt flew over them. He did his best to provide a 
little breathing space, but he wasn’t that skilled with land magic. Dirt filled his 
mouth, nose, and ears. He clung tight to Kyja, hoping she understood what he 
was doing. 

Over his head, the dragon’s roar shook the ground, and he could feel it 
clawing its way through the dirt and rocks toward them. The family was running 
for the entrance. They were almost free, but he had no idea what he’d do after 
they’d escaped. Rocks and dirt tumbled around him. Something banged against 
his head, and he instinctively pulled his vision back to his own eyes. 

The dragon was right above them, its razor teeth close enough to touch. It 
drew back its head, sucked in a breath, and blasted a wall of flame toward them. 
He dove on the top of Kyja, knowing it wouldn’t do any good, and— 

They stepped through a doorway into a crystal room. 


31: The Third Gate 


Kyja threw her hands up, waiting for the flames to turn her and Marcus to ash, 


before realizing that the dragon was gone. They were no longer in a hole covered 
with dirt. Her lumps and bruises had disappeared. They stood inside the door of 
a huge room with walls and a ceiling that glittered like ice. 

“T am so sorry,” Marcus said, throwing an arm around her. “I nearly got you 
killed. What was I thinking?” 

“Are you kidding?” Kyja squeezed Marcus in a bear hug so tight it made him 
gasp for breath. “You were amazing! I would never have thought to bury us in a 
hole. I’ll bet that stupid dragon had never seen anything like that in its life.” 

“T was pretty amazing too,” Riph Raph said. “Did you see the way I flew right 
past that dragon? I was like, ‘Please, you don’t scare me. You’re nothing but a 
big flying lizard.’ And he was like, ‘I’m getting out of here.’ Then I picked the 
lock on the cage—an impossible task if it wasn’t for my superb talent and brains. 
And the family was all, ‘You’re incredible. Thank you for saving us. What can 
we ever do to repay you?’ And I was all—” 

“You were both great,” Kyja said. “And we did it. We saved the family.” 

She looked slowly round the room they’d entered. It was like something out of 
a storybook. Glittering floors, beautiful pools with dancing fountains. The 
ceiling curved into a majestic dome, and glowing, pastel-colored globes lent the 
space a feeling of peace and tranquility. 

A thick mist coalesced before them until it formed the image of a beautiful 
woman. “Welcome,” she said. 

Kyja felt that she was in the presence of a higher being. She held out the sides 
of her gown and curtsied. 

Marcus must have felt the same way, because he bowed as low as he could 
while holding his staff. “We did it, Your Majesty,” Marcus said. “We saved the 
family. We passed the test.” 

“You need not address me as Your Majesty,” the woman said in a regal tone 
that made Kyja think of goddesses and queens. “It was not a test. Whether you 
succeeded in saving the family does not matter. What is important is what you 
learned in the attempt.” 


“Hang on,” Riph Raph said, perching on the edge of a fountain. “Are you 
saying that we risked our lives for nothing?” 

“Riph Raph,” Kyja scolded. Had the skyte always been this annoying? If so, 
how had they stayed friends all these years? 

Instead of being offended, the woman only smiled. “Life is full of trials. 
Sometimes you succeed. Other times, you fail. In the end, it is not the count of 
successes and failures you take with you, but the knowledge gained in the 
pursuit.” 

Marcus scratched his head. “Did any of that really happen? Did we save a 
family from a dragon? Or was it, like, some kind of super-realistic 3D movie?” 

The woman laughed, and overhead, the crystal globes tinkled in response. 
“You may choose to believe whatever you like.” 

“T believe I was the most heroic skyte in the history of skytes,” Riph Raph 
said. “And that’s saying something, because there have been some seriously 
heroic skytes.” 

The woman nodded, her eyes twinkling. “What did you learn?” 

Kyja thought carefully. She didn’t want to get her answer wrong. “I learned 
that working together is important. None of us could have accomplished what 
we did alone.” 

“T learned that logic and magic aren’t the only way to solve a problem,” 
Marcus said. “If we hadn’t read the book and learned from other people’s 
experiences, we wouldn’t have come up with the plan we did.” 

“T learned that dragons have way too much treasure,” Riph Raph said. “Talk 
about greedy.” 

“Good lessons all,” the woman said. “They will serve you well in your 
ultimate quest. And now it is time for another lesson.” The mist the woman was 
made of began to thin. Looking at her was like looking at a slightly out of focus 
picture. 

“Wait,” Marcus said. “Before you go, have you been watching us too, while 
we’ve been trying to open the drift? Do you know about our quest to open a 
doorway between Farworld and Earth?” 

“T watch all.” The woman’s silver eyes glinted with hidden knowledge. “I 
know much.” 

Marcus stepped toward the mist, his hand wrapped around his staff. “I have a 
question. If we open the drift—when we open the drift—what happens next? 
Kyja can go to Earth, and I can come here, but does the door stay open? Can we 
always go back and forth through it? And what’s the danger we’re supposed to 
save our worlds from? What are we supposed to do? It seems like no one is 
willing to talk about what comes after.” 


“The doorway may open but once,” the woman said. She was so insubstantial 
now it was like looking at a painting that was almost completely washed away 
by the rain. “What goes through it may not return. If you open it, all will become 
clear.” 

“What does that mean?” Kyja asked. “Are you saying that if Marcus comes 
here and I go to Earth the drift will close? We’ll never see each other again? 
That’s not fair. How could you do that to us?” She hadn’t known the boy for long 
—at least not in her current memory—but already she couldn’t bear the thought 
of being separated from him forever. 

“All will become clear.” The woman was nothing but bits of washed out color. 
“Choose the right door,” she said as she disappeared, “and learn from your 
success. Choose the wrong door, and learn from your pain.” 

Ten shimmering doors appeared on the other side of the room, and the mist 
was gone. 
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Marcus and Kyja studied each of the ten doors. They were all the same size 
and shape—made of frosted crystal just opaque enough that they couldn’t see 
through. The only notable difference between them was that each door had a 
unique symbol on it. The problem was that the symbols were a bunch of 
complicated lines and curves. Marcus had no idea what any of them meant. 

“Maybe they’re Aerisian writing,” Kyja suggested. 

“Maybe. But if there is such a thing, Divum never taught it to me.” It seemed 
like there had to be an explanation of the symbols somewhere in the room. The 
last quest had taught them that if you didn’t know something, you could seek out 
knowledge from another source. They searched the entire room from top to 
bottom, but found no books, scrolls, translations, or writing of any kind. They’d 
had Riph Raph fly to the top of the dome. All he came back with was a juicy 
spider. 

“T guess you can’t use water magic to see what’s on the other side?” Kyja 
asked. 

“Tt’s blocked,” Marcus said. “Along with land magic and fire magic. The only 
element I can touch is air.” 

Kyja reached out to touch one of the doors. 

“No,” he said, stepping in front of her. “We have no idea how these doors 
open. There aren’t any knobs. Touching one could set something off.” 

“What other choice do we have?” Kyja asked, studying the symbol on the 
door closest to her. “Eventually we have to try one.” 


“Count me out,” Riph Raph said from across the room. “Did you miss the part 
about learning from pain? The only thing I’ve ever learned from pain is that I 
don’t like it.” 

Marcus sighed. “You two stand as far away as you can get, and Pll try one of 
the doors.” 

“Good plan,” Riph Raph called. 

“No,” Kyja said at once. 

“Why not?” Marcus asked, a little offended that she’d shot down his 
suggestion so quickly. 

“This is as much my quest as it is yours,” Kyja said. “You stand on the other 
side of the room, and I’/I open a door.” 

“You want to get hurt?” He knew she could be stubborn at times, but this was 
ridiculous. 

“Of course not.” She folded her arms across her chest. “But if someone has to 
get hurt, I have as much of a right for it to be me as you do. Is this because 
you’re a boy?” 

“No,” he said at once. If it had been—at least a little—he wasn’t going to 
admit it. “It’s because I have magic. I can protect myself.” How could she argue 
with that? 

“What if we have to fight?” she asked. “You both said I’m a better sword 
fighter.” 

Marcus glared at her. Sometimes she could be so annoying; it was amazing 
they’d stayed friends. 

“We’ll do it together,” she suggested. “We open the door at the same time. If 
whatever is on the other side requires magic, you take over. If it’s something we 
have to fight, Pll handle it.” 

Marcus didn’t like the idea of Kyja being in danger, but there didn’t seem to 
be any other choice that would satisfy them both. He randomly picked the fourth 
door from the left. “When I count to three, we both push that one at the same 
time.” 

“All right,” Kyja said, eying him with obvious suspicion. 

Riph Raph flew across the room and landed on Kyja’s shoulder. When she 
gave the skyte a curious look, Riph Raph said, “Someone has to be here to 
protect you two.” 

Gripping his staff with his good hand, Marcus held his left hand up near the 
door. Kyja did the same. Riph Raph put his head under his right wing and 
peeked out with one eye. “One,” Marcus said. “Two...” 

Before he could say three, they both touched the door. It slammed open with 
such force, it threw them across the room, knocking them into the far wall, then 


banged shut. 

Marcus sat up and rubbed his head. It felt like he’d been punched by a giant. 
“T thought we agreed to wait to three.” 

“I knew you wouldn’t, so I didn’t either,” Kyja said, rubbing her shoulder. 
“That really hurt.” 

Riph Raph flapped his ears. “You two are incorrigible.” 

Wincing, they crossed the room. The door they had picked was closed again, 
and neither of them had seen whatever was behind it. 

“This time, I pick,” Kyja said. “Let’s stand off to the side so we’re out of the 
way.” 

Marcus agreed. 

“On two,” Kyja said. “One...” 

They both touched the door. Marcus stepped back, expecting to be slammed 
again. Instead, a dozen gleaming daggers shot through the doorway. Kyja ducked 
away from one coming at her face. Riph Raph flew, screaming from a knife that 
chased him across the room. A blade cut through the sleeve of Marcus’s robe 
before he remembered to create an air shield. 

Every time the knives tried to stab one of them, Marcus knocked it away, until 
at last all twelve daggers flew back through the door, and it slammed shut. “Did 
you see what was inside?” 

Kyja shook her head. “The light behind it was too bright.” 

Riph Raph flew back from the top of the dome, where he’d been circling to 
stay out of range. “Another second, and I would have melted those daggers to 
piles of slag.” 

Marcus inspected the cut in his robe. At least the blade hadn’t reached his 
skin. “Divum said that air elementals are instinctive. They do what they feel is 
right, even if logic tells them something different. Maybe we should pick the 
door that feels right.” 

Kyja pointed to the door at the far left. “That one. I have a feeling about it.” 

They walked to the door, and Marcus studied it, waiting to see if he had a 
feeling one way or the other. His right ear itched a little. Maybe that was a sign. 
“Okay, I’ve got an air shield ready. When I count to—” 

Before he could begin to count, both he and Kyja touched the door. It swung 
open, and a huge crab scuttled into the room. It was nearly the size of a car, with 
claws big enough to cut off an arm in one swipe. How had something that large 
had made it through the door? 

“Use air magic,” Kyja yelled dancing away from the giant pincers. 

Marcus tried to blast the crab away, but it was too heavy. His air magic moved 
it no more than a few inches and then it was at her. The crab backed Kyja toward 


a corner. Marcus blasted it again. Trying to drive it back was like trying to lift a 
tank with his bare hands. 

Riph Raph pelted the creature with fireballs, but they bounced harmlessly off 
its armored back. 

Kyja attempted to get around the crab, but it could move faster than she could. 
“give me your Staff,” she called. 

Marcus threw his staff like a javelin. She caught it with one hand and used it 
to jab the crab in the eyes. Every time it tried to cut her, she dodged and jabbed 
again, making the creature give an angry hiss. 

She couldn’t keep holding the creature off for long though. It was only a 
matter of time before she’d miss, and the crab would take off her hand or foot. 

Marcus searched the room for something to use against the monster. How 
could he stop it? He wasn’t strong or fast enough to fight it, and his air blasts and 
shields were completely ineffective. 

“Do something!” Riph Raph shouted. “It’s going to kill her.” 

The skyte was right. Sweat poured off Kyja’s face, and her jabs were getting 
slower and slower. Marcus searched his memory. What else had Divum said air 
magic was good for? 

Emotions. The air elemental had taught him how to use air to control 
emotions. The crab had a big body, but Marcus guessed it probably had a small 
brain that would be easy to control. He blasted air magic at the creature’s 
heavily-armored head, enveloping it with fear. Nothing happened. 

Kyja’s next jab missed, and the crab’s pincers slashed the back of her arm, 
drawing blood above the elbow. 

Was it possible that crabs had no emotions? They had to be scared of 
something. What if it was attacked by a creature that was bigger and stronger? 
He imagined the green dragon in the mountain. If it were to come after the crab, 
it would definitely feel fear then. Using that image to guide him, Marcus 
projected fear at the crab one more time. 

The response was immediate. The monster threw up its claws, gave a high- 
pitched scream, and scuttled back through the door, which slammed closed 
behind it. 

“Are you okay?” he asked, scooting across the floor to where Kyja had 
collapsed against the wall. 

“Tm ... fine,” she panted. “It’s only...a ... little cut.” 

Marcus tore a length of fabric from the sleeve of his robe and wadded it 
against her wound. “I’ve had enough. I’m not opening any more doors. Air 
elementals have the strangest sense of humor; I’m sure they’d think this was 
hilarious.” 


“What should we do?” Kyja asked. 

Marcus didn’t know. He was sick of jokes and pranks. Other people could 
learn from their pain, but he would... 

He glanced across the room. “Their sense of humor,” he whispered. 

Kyja stared at him. “What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing,” he said. “Nothing at all.” He picked up his staff and walked back 
across to the side of the room where they’d first come in. “The woman said we 
needed to open a door. She didn’t say it was one of those ten doors.” 

He reached out to touch the door they’d entered through. It swung open, 
revealing a dusty, book-filled office. A familiar figure doffed his top hat and 
bowed. 

“Congratulations,” Mr. Z said. “What have you learned?” 


Interlude: Raising the Stakes 


Killing Graehl had been a mistake; the Master was nearly positive. The more 
he thought about it, the more sure he became that the man had been keeping 
secrets. The dark wizard ran a cold palm across his face. Why hadn’t he used the 
truth magic on Graehl the same way he’d used it on the boy? Because he’d been 
so sure of himself that he’d overlooked the fact that he might have been duped. 

The question was, what secrets had Graehl been keeping? Surely nothing too 
important. If the man had been trying to goad him into throwing the boy into the 
realm of shadows, so be it. Either the whelp would be stuck on Earth, if that 
story had been the truth, or he’d end up in the harnesses. Either way was fine. 

Still, it bothered him that he’d missed something. 

Footsteps in the hallway interrupted his thoughts, and someone knocked 
rapidly. He considered sending a bolt of ice straight through the door, teaching 
the fool to think twice before arriving unbidden. 

Instead, he shook his head and called, “What is it?” 

Tide opened the door and hurried into the room. “The stone army has been 
spotted heading northward.” 

“North? To where?” What was his brother up to, sending away his most 
powerful army? 

Tide rubbed a pudgy hand over his cheek. The Fontasian was a fool, but a 
powerful fool. “My best guess would be Icehold.” 

That made no sense. They’d already fought over Icehold. His brother had won 
that battle, which still rankled. The city was useless. The only other place of 
significance in the area was... 

His eyes snapped open wide. It all made sense now. They’d wanted the boy in 
the realm of shadows because they hoped he would be able to contact the girl. 
The one in Fire Keep. And if they were sending an army to Icehold, they had to 
think the boy had a better than even chance of bringing her back. 

The Master turned the gold ring on his finger. Was it possible that they 
thought they could free the fire elementals? If that happened, they’d be giving 
him exactly what he needed to accomplish something he’d only dreamed about. 
He turned to the Fontasian. “I want a legion of undead and as many of my 
wizards as you can get waiting for the stone fools when they arrive. I want my 


brother’s pathetic army outnumbered ten to one. Make that a hundred to one. 
Leave me the Summoner, but take everyone else—including the other 
elementals.” 

Tide nodded. “At Icehold?” 

The Master cackled. “No you fool. It’s not Icehold they’re headed for.” As he 
told the Fontasian what he had in mind, Tides eyes began to gleam. 

“What shall we do when we get there?” 

“Kill any enemy who shows up,” the Master said. “Tell the leaders of Icehold 
Pll destroy their city if they come against me. Now go.” As the Fontasian 
scurried toward the door, the Master raised a hand and called him back. “I also 
want you to come up with a way to destroy those living statues once and for all. 
They’ve been a thorn in my side for too long.” 

Tide smiled and nodded. “It will be my pleasure.” 





32: The Last Gate 


c6 
Youre ... one of the four?” Marcus could barely get the words out. After the 


grace and dignity of the woman in the water, the wisdom of the tree man, and the 
majesty of the woman in the mist, the idea that this little man, with his purple 
vest, lensless eyeglasses, and silly top hat could be one of them, was too hard to 
accept. 

Kyja pushed forward, nearly toppling a stack of books. She stared at the little 
man and turned to Marcus. “Do you know him?” 

“Zithspithesbazith at your service,” the man said, brushing lint off the 
shoulders of his long, black coat. “But if that twists your tongue into torturous 
turns, you can call me Mr. Z.” 

Kyja grinned, but Marcus put a hand to her ear and whispered, “He’s the crazy 
guy I was telling you about who drove us to Air Keep on a racing snail.” 

“The racing snail.” Kyja looked around the office. “I’ve never seen one 
before. Is it here?” 

“Pm afraid Drymaios is in bed with a bad case of slug sniffles.” Mr. Z pulled 
out a silk handkerchief and blew his bulbous red nose into it. “I fear I may be 
coming down with a case of it myself.” 

“Don’t get him started,” Marcus said. Mr. Z might have helped them in the 
past, but as far as Marcus was concerned, the man had been nearly as much 
trouble as he was help, talking nonsense and disappearing at the most important 
times. He glared at Mr. Z. “What are you doing here? Sending us on more 
confusing quests? Offering rides on a snail that supposedly travels faster than a 
race horse? Whatever it is, we don’t want it.” 

“T agree,” Riph Raph said. “You can keep your racing snail. Far away.” 

“Why are you two acting like this?” Kyja asked. “What’s this man done to 
either of you?” 

“He hasn’t done anything,” Marcus said. “I just don’t trust him.” He turned 
back to Mr. Z. “I thought you said you wouldn’t help us anymore.” 

Mr. Z, whose head barely came up to Marcus’s waist, climbed onto a stack of 
books and crossed his legs. “I’m not here to help you. In fact, I’m afraid you 
won’t like the things I must tell you. Which raises the question, why would I tell 


you at all?” He put out one pudgy palm. “On the one hand, if I don’t say 
anything, you’ll probably go ahead with your plans. On the other hand, if I do 
tell you, you won’t listen to what I say, which will lead you to do what you 
would have done if I hadn’t told you in the first place.” 

“See?” Marcus said. “He always talks in riddles that make no sense.” 

Kyja looked around the office. “You must read a lot.” 

“More than my friends think I should, but less than I’d like. Given the choice, 
Pd rather read than eat, sleep, or breathe. After all, stories are more nourishing 
than soup, and the dreams inside them more invigorating than those of sleep.” 

“T agree,” Kyja said. “I can’t remember for sure, but I’m almost positive I love 
to read. Have you read all of these books?” 

“These?” Mr. Z looked around the room. “I never read my own work. That 
gives you a big head and small stomachache. Or is it a small head and big 
stomachache? Either way, I highly discourage writers from reading their own 
work more than absolutely necessary.” 

“You wrote all of these?” Marcus asked. There had to be at least a thousand 
volumes, and the little man had never mentioned anything about writing books 
once. With Mr. Z’s constant babbling, he’d hadn’t been entirely sure the man 
could read at all, let alone write. 

“Certainly,” Mr. Z said. “If reading is like breathing, then writing is what 
provides sweet, pure air.” 

“Td like to read your books sometime,” Kyja said. She picked up a volume, 
flipped through the first few pages, and set it back on the pile. “You asked us 
what we’ ve learned.” 

Mr. Z shifted, sending the stack he sat on wobbling dangerously left and right. 
“Have you learned anything? No offense, but in my experience, one of you is 
more than a little hardheaded.” 

“I know,” Marcus and Kyja said at the same time, turning to look at each 
other. 

“In the rooms with the doors,” Marcus said, “I learned that air elementals are 
nothing but a pain in the neck, and that air blasts are almost useless against giant 
crabs.” 

Kyja sniffed dismissively. “I learned that humor and trusting your instincts are 
sometimes the best way to make a decision.” 

Mr. Z rubbed his glasses on the sleeve of his jacket, though Marcus knew for a 
fact that there wasn’t any glass in the frames. “Surprisingly astute answers from 
both of you.” He pulled a quill pen from his vest pocket, opened a nearby 
journal, and scribbled inside it. “I may need to write a volume on the topic. 
Instincts, Air Magic, and Neck Pain: Why Humorless Crabs Make Notoriously 


Bad Decisions.” 

Marcus shook his head. “So, did we pass? Can we move to the next test?” 

“There are no tests here,” Mr. Z said. “I’m surprised my associates didn’t 
inform you of that. Or perhaps they did, but you suffer from a case of wax-in-ear 
syndrome. In any case, if these were tests, you’d have failed them miserably.” 

“Failed?’ Kyja asked. “But we got the baby to its mother, saved the family 
from the dragon, and opened the right door. I think we’ve done pretty well.” 

Mr. Z laughed so hard that his top hat fell off, and he was barely able to catch 
it before it hit the floor. “You think you’ve done well? You took a child who 
didn’t belong to you—a felony in most worlds—terrified the child’s uncle, aided 
and abetted a group of thieves who’d tried to help themselves to the legally 
gotten gains of an honorable dragon, and frightened a poor crustacean so badly it 
will need years of therapy to carry on a normal life. No, if this were a test, you 
would have earned an F for flounder, fizzle, and flop.” 

“T told you,” Marcus said to Kyja. “He’s a full-on lunatic.” 

“Crazy as a fuzz worm in a pond full of biter fish,” Riph Raph said. 

Kyja looked crestfallen. “So we can’t go on? We can’t open the gate to free 
the fire elementals?” 

Mr. Z tilted his hat forward nearly to his nose and scratched the back of his 
head. “Why would you think that? You’ve learned the importance of balancing 
emotion with logic, wisdom, and instinct. What more would you need to know?” 
He pointed a finger behind them. “You may open the last door any time you 
wish.” 

Marcus and Kyja turned to see a black door with a flaming symbol on it—a 
curlicue loop with what looked a little like a claw at the end—the magic symbol 
for fire. 

“That’s it?” Kyja asked. “All we have to do is open it?” 

“That’s all,” Mr. Z agreed. 

Marcus wasn’t buying it. He’d seen this kind of flimflam from Mr. Z before. 
There was always a hidden meaning to whatever he said. “What about the quest 
—or test or experience, whatever you want to call it? Don’t we have to learn 
something before we can open the last door?” 

Mr. Z pressed a finger to his chin. “If you choose to go through that door, you 
will have learned everything you need to know.” 

He knew there was a catch. “You said if we choose to open the door. Why 
wouldn’t we?” 

“That brings me back to the thing I have to tell you that I’d rather not tell you. 
But if I dont and you do what you do, then you might come to the conclusion 
that I intentionally—” 


“Say it!” Marcus shouted. “Why wouldn’t we want to open the door?” 

Mr. Z took off his top hat and placed it over his heart. “If you open the door, 
freeing the Pyrinths, I’m afraid you will be unable to return Kyja to her 
body.” 
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Kyja thought she’d misheard. “It’s too late for me to go back? I’m dead?” 

Mr. Z pulled his hat back on his head and tugged it into place. “Stringently 
speaking—that is, in the most factual format—you are dead. Poison will do that 
to you.” 

“But...” She patted her arms and legs. “If I’m dead, why can I be seen and 
touched and heard?” 

“Consider it a glitch in the system, if you will.” Mr. Z waggled his fingers. “A 
situation unique to Fire Keep. Those who have the dubious privilege of ending 
up there are given a sort of temporary physicality. As long as you remain here, 
you have a body—although not one of flesh and bones.” 

“She’s not staying here,” Marcus said. “Master Therapass magically preserved 
her body so she could return to it.” 

“A fantastic bit of magicating for a mortal. Should you return her to her body 
using your little rope trick, she will be fit as a French horn. Although perhaps a 
bit peckish. Long time with no food will do that, you know.” 

Kyja didn’t understand. “I thought you said it was too late for me to go back 
to my body.” 

“Not precisely.” Mr. Z blew his nose again. “If you go now, or in the close 
proximity to now—say in the time it would take to skim one of my books— 
Marcus can return you to your body. Not snail surgery by any stretch of the 
imagination, but an impressive feat nonetheless. However, should you choose to 
open the last door, I’m afraid that returning you to your body will be beyond the 
ability of even a master wizard.” 

“Then we won’t open it,” Marcus said. He grabbed Kyja’s hand. “Come on. 
Push me to Terra ne Staric now, while we can still get you back.” 

And make all of this for nothing? Kyja unconsciously chewed on a strand of 
her hair. “If we did open the door, what would happen to me?” 

Mr. Z wobbled the stack of books again. “Nothing. You would remain as you 
are—in Fire Keep, in a sort of limbo. If you should leave . . .” He waved his 
hands. “You would lose your corporeal nature and move on to wherever mortal 
beings go when they leave their bodies.” 

“Why are you asking that?” Marcus demanded, grabbing her arm. “Kyja, you 


have to come back. We can’t lose you. J can’t lose you.” 

Kyja didn’t want to lose him either, but she had to know everything before she 
could make a decision. “If I return to my body now, will Fire Keep ever be 
opened?” 

Marcus stared at her, and she tried to avoid the hurt in his eyes. 

“Not likely,” Mr. Z said. 

“And without the fire elementals, Earth and Farworld... ?’ 

The little man with the big nose and floppy hat tugged at the front of his vest. 
“Think of Earth, Farworld, and the realm of shadows as three kegs of explosives 
attached to one burning fuse. The fuse is . . .” He held his thumb and forefinger 
so close there was barely any space between them. “At this point, an explosion is 
inevitable. What that explosion will be, and who it will affect and how—I’m 
afraid all of that is now up to you and you alone.” 

Kyja slid her hand from Marcus’s grip. 

“Forget it,” Marcus said. “The door can’t be opened without magic, and I 
won’t open it for you. I know you want to help people. But I’m sorry, I will not 
let you sacrifice yourself.” 

Kyja whirled on him. “I don’t have any choice.” 

Marcus stepped toward her until they were bare inches apart, his face twisted. 
“I...” He swallowed. “I’m the one who killed you.” 

She stared at him. Was he joking? No, she could tell that he wasn’t. Was this 
some kind of trick then, to stop her from freeing the fire elementals? She might 
not remember their past, but she knew him well enough to know he could never 
do what he was claiming. 

His chin trembled. “There isn’t enough time to explain it all, but I’m the one 
who gave you the poison that sent you here. I’ve never forgiven myself for that, 
and I never will if you don’t come back. If you won’t return for yourself, do it 
for me so I don’t have to have this guilt eating me up for the rest of my life.” 

He was telling the truth. She didn’t understand why or how, but she realized 
that it didn’t matter. She’d been so terrified to discover how she’d died, but now 
that she knew, it didn’t hurt at all. She’d been so foolish to believe that living 
without her memories could ever be good. The woman in the mist was right. You 
did learn from your pain. 

She would never want to make Marcus hurt any worse than he did. But she 
couldn’t choose to spare him pain at the cost of the lives of millions of innocent 
men, women, and children any more than she could choose to save her own life 
instead of theirs. 

How could she face herself for a single day if she allowed the Dark Circle, or 
the realm of shadows, or anyone to hurt innocent babies like the one she and 
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Marcus had found in the alley? If she had any way to stop it, she couldn’t turn 
her back on them. She wouldn’t. 

“No,” she cried, tears streaming from her eyes. “I forgive you for whatever 
you’ve done, and if I could save you from another second of guilt, I would. But 
I’m not going back to my body if it means abandoning the people who need me. 
I. Will. Open. Fire. Keep!” 

She slammed her fist against the door, and fire leapt from the symbol down 
her arm. Flames enveloped her whole body. 

“The last lesson,” Mr. Z said. “Sometimes logic, wisdom, and instinct are 
overruled by emotion.” 

Fire Keep burst open. 


33: Not Enough Magic 


ce 
Kyjar Marcus reached out for her, but she was gone. He spun around. The 


room with the books was gone, too. “Mr. Z!” he screamed. 

What had happened? Where was he? 

Riph Raph flew to his side. “I’m, I’m s-sor-sor—” The skyte couldn’t finish 
its sentence. Tears dripped down his blue-scaled face. 

Marcus knew this room. The fireplace, the shelves of bottles and potions. He 
was back in Master Therapass’s study. How did he get here? And why wasn’t 
Kyja with him? The last thing he’d seen was her reaching for the door, and— 

Realization of what must have happened hit him like an anvil to the back of 
the head. She shouldn’t have been able to open the door without magic. But 
somehow, she had. She’d opened the door, and with it, she’d opened Fire Keep. 

He crumpled to the ground. “No!” he screamed. “No. No. No.” 

Master Therapass stepped into the room. His eyes went wide. “You’re back. 
Does that mean—” 

Marcus pushed himself to his feet and raced past the wizard without a word. 
Ignoring the pain in his leg, he ran faster than he ever had to the stairs, then 
down them. Slipping, stumbling, scraping skin off his arms and legs as he fell 
and got back to his feet. Behind him he heard Master Therapass calling his 
name. But he didn’t have time to answer. He reached the bottom of the stairs, 
and Riph Raph flew beside him. 

“Stop,” the skyte said, trying to land on his shoulder. “There wasn’t anything 
you could have done.” 

“T have to get to her,” Marcus panted. “I have to save her.” He shoved Riph 
Raph away then ran out of the tower and down the hill. Skipping the winding 
path, he tripped and rolled most of the way down the grassy slope. It was a 
miracle he didn’t break an arm or a leg. But he didn’t care. Ramming his staff 
into the ground with a burning fury, he raced through the western gate. 

There it was—the glass glittering in the afternoon sun. “I’m coming,” he cried 
as he stumbled to the coffin. “I’m coming.” 

She was there, lying on the white satin pillow exactly the way he’d 
remembered. The wizard’s magic had kept her body safe and protected from the 


Dark Circle. Now he needed to bring her back. Pressing his forehead against the 
glass lid, he grasped the coffin’s gold handles and reached for her with his mind. 

“The rope,” he moaned, focusing all of his energy on finding her. “Send me 
the rope, and Pll pull you over.” 

Nothing happened. 

He tried again. He’d found her while he was in the realm of shadows; he could 
do it from here, too. All he needed was enough desire. “I won’t leave you,” he 
said, tears running down his cheeks and onto the glass. 

If she couldn’t come to him, he’d find her. Calling on every ounce of magic he 
could pull into his body, he drew in water, land, air, and fire. Combined, there 
had to be a way to bring her back. Mr. Z’s words echoed in his head. 

You will be unable to return Kyja to her body. But he didn’t believe it. There 
had to be a way. He couldn’t go on without her. No one and nothing would take 
her away from him. 

Pounding his hand against the glass, he screamed at the elementals. “Give her 
to me! Bring her back! I don’t care what it takes. Please. Please. Please. Please.” 

Arms closed around him, and Master Therapass lifted him up. Cascade was 
there, along with Lanctrus-Darnoc, Divum, and most of the town. 

“Tt’s all right,” the wizard said, cradling Marcus against his beard. 

“No,” Marcus sobbed. “It’s not. You have to bring her back, Master 
Therapass. You have to. My magic’s not strong enough. But yours .. .” 

The wizard shook his head, his old eyes wet. “I’m sorry. If I could do 
anything, I would.” 

Marcus turned to the elementals. “Please. I?ll do anything you ask. Take my 
life. Only save her.” 

Cascade stared at the ground. 

“We’re sorry,” Lanctrus-Darnoc said. 

Divum placed a cool hand on his burning cheek. “If there were any way, I 
would do it for you.” 

Marcus stared at the townspeople surrounding him. Surely with all of their 
combined knowledge, all their magic, there had to be a way. 

High Lord Broomhead shook his head. “We can’t." 

Riph Raph landed on Marcus’s shoulder, and this time Marcus clutched the 
skyte to him, drenching Riph Raph with his tears. She was gone. She was really 
gone. And there was no one who could bring her back. 

There was a rustling in the crowd, and Marcus lifted his head to see men and 
women falling over each other to get out of the way as someone approached the 
coffin. Two curved horns appeared, and then a face that would send children 
crying to their mothers. The creature had bulging biceps and shoulders broader 


than Tankum’s. A flaming mace rested on one of them. 

It was the fire elemental he’d seen Kyja arguing with before she went into the 
vortex. The flaming creature approached the coffin and looked down at Kyja 
with a clear expression of tenderness. He slammed the head of his mace into the 
ground and everyone stepped back—even the other elementals. 

The Pyrinth turned to Marcus and said in a deep voice, “J can bring her back.” 
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Kyja dropped her head. She knew she’d made the right decision. So why did 
she feel so terrible? 

“What happens now?” she asked. 

Mr. Z took off his gold spectacles, tucked them into his pocket, and pulled out 
a pair with thick, purple frames. “That was a brave decision you made.” 

Kyja sighed. “I only did it because I was mad. I didn’t use anything we 
learned in those tests or whatever they were.” 

“On the contrary, you used everything you learned.” He balanced the purple 
glasses on his nose, opened a book, and squinted at the pages. “Logic told you 
that the only way to complete your quest was to open the final door. Wisdom 
told you that the fate of many often outweighs the pain of one. Intuition told you 
to follow your heart, even if it might cause pain for one you love. And your 
emotions were what gave you the strength to do what you knew was right.” 

She squeezed her hands together. “I wish I could get my memories back. I 
think they would have made whatever comes next easier to bear.” 

Mr. Z shut the book and tucked the glasses in his pocket. “Once you’ve lived a 
thousand years, your eyes are never the same.” He put the book back on the 
stack. “Perhaps, as a reward for your sacrifice, I could share one memory with 
you.” 

He waved his hand, and Kyja saw herself and Marcus standing on an Earth 
street. It was nearly twilight, and they were standing beside a boy with beautiful 
brown skin and curly hair. He was holding a basketball. 

Kyja saw herself notice a women and a baby in a metal cart—what Marcus 
had called a car—but it had no wheels. The Kyja on the street gathered up their 
money and cloaks and gave them to the woman in the car. 

“She was about to give up,” Mr. Z said. “When you noticed her, she’d been 
considering leaving the baby in the back seat of the car and taking enough pills 
to stop her heart.” 

“No,” Kyja whispered. 

“She’d had a hard life,” Mr. Z said. “Her first child was stolen years before 


and never found. She searched for years without success. She was never quite 
right after that. Eventually she had another baby, hoping it would make things 
right. But her husband left soon after, and she found herself homeless and 
hopeless.” 

“She didn’t, did she?” Kyja asked. “Kill herself?” 

Mr. Z shook his head and smiled. “The money you gave her was enough for 
her to find temporary housing. But the hope you gave her was much more 
important. It helped her realize there were still good people in the world. In fact, 
you reminded her of someone. She didn’t realize it until later, but something 
about you reminded her of the child she’d lost all those years before—a little girl 
with lots of dark hair.” 

Kyja looked up. It took a moment to understand what he was saying. When 
she did, her mouth dropped open. “You mean.. .?” 

Mr. Z nodded. “The woman you saved that night was your mother.” 

Kyja took Mr. Z’s hand. “Thank you. Thank you so much.” She squeezed his 
fingers. “I’m ready to go now—to that place you talked about where mortals go 
when their bodies are gone.” 

Mr. Z blinked. He grinned. He began to chuckle, and the chuckle turned into 
all-out guffaws. He waved both hands and fell over backwards off the stack of 
books, which made him laugh all the harder. 

“What’s so funny?” Kyja asked. 

“You’ll go there one day,” the little man said, his feet sticking straight up in 
the air. “But that day is not for a long while. You have a perfectly fine body 
waiting for you to return to it.” 

She didn’t understand. “But you said... Marcus couldn’t.. .” 

“He can’t,” Mr. Z said. “He could have before you freed the Pyrinths, because 
that magic was available. But once the fire elementals got their magic back, they 
were the only ones with that power. In fact . . .” He pulled his watch out of his 
vest pocket. “I should think right about. . .” 

Kyja felt odd. The flames which had been circling her body since she opened 
the door, swirled around her and tightened like a cloak. The fire lifted her into 
the air as though giant, invisible hands were picking her up. 

“Good bye,” Mr. Z called. “And good luck with the drift.” 

The flames roared around her, and for a moment everything went black. Then 
she opened her eyes and found herself lying on her back, her head resting on a 
white silk pillow. Magma was looking down at her. She tried to sit up and 
banged her head on clear glass. 

“Kyja!” Marcus was there. He threw open the lid of what she realized was a 
glass coffin and hugged her so tightly she couldn’t breathe. Riph Raph hopped 


onto the edge of the coffin and licked her face. Sitting up, she saw Cascade, 
Lanctrus-Darnoc, and Divum. Most of the town was there too. Char Everwood 
raised her youngest child above her head and the babe opened and closed a 
chubby hand. Bella the cook waved a large metal ladle. They were all looking at 
her and cheering. 

Bella, Char, Cascade—she realized she knew the names of everyone there. 
She had her memory back. All of it. 

She reached up weakly to Marcus, taking one side of his face in her left hand. 
He leaned toward her. She pulled him closer, until his lips were only inches from 
hers, and... . whacked him on the head with her right hand. “I can’t believe you 
blamed yourself for my death.” 


34: Daring Plans 


Kyja couldn’t stop eating. She was trying to keep up with the conversation, but 


every time she quit putting food in her mouth, her stomach began growling 
again. She was seated in the great hall of the tower of Terra ne Staric with 
Marcus, Riph Raph, Master Therapass, the elementals, and the city council. 

She finished off the last of a pin fruit tart that was nearly as big as her head, 
and Riph Raph flapped his ears. “If you ever look at me the way you’re eyeing 
that roasted goose, I’m flying for my life.” 

Kyja elbowed him. “Shush. I can’t help it. I’m starving.” 

“Tell me again about the Dark Circle’s headquarters,” High Lord Broomhead 
said. 

Marcus shrugged. “There’s not much to tell. I never saw where they took me. 
It seemed to be underground. But I’m not sure about that.” 

“Tide was there?” Cascade asked, his expression grim. 

“Tide, Nizgar-Gharat, and Calem. I don’t think they believe in the Master’s 
cause, but they’re convinced that his side is the strongest.” 

High Lord Broomhead put his head in his hands. “All they need now is a fire 
elemental, and they’ ll be able to open the doorway.” 

“That won’t be hard to find,” Magma growled. “If Chaos hasn’t joined them 
already, he will soon enough. He has always been drawn to evil.” 

Master Therapass tugged on his beard. “Graehl?” 

Kyja put down her fork, realizing Graehl wasn’t there. “Where is he?” 

Marcus stared at his hands and shook his head. 

Kyja looked around the table. Graehl and Master Therapass had been like 
fathers to her. “Someone tell me. Where is Graehl?” 

“I would have said something before,” Marcus said. “But you didn’t know 
who he was. He died making sure the Dark Circle didn’t know what we were 
doing.” 

“Died?” Kyja suddenly felt far too full. Her stomach lurched. “How can 
Graehl be dead? What did he have to do with any of this?” 

All eyes in the room went to Master Therapass. The wizard blinked slowly. 
“Even before you freed the air elementals, it became clear that getting into Fire 


Keep would be a problem. Lanctrus-Darnoc had been researching it and had 
discovered that there was no direct path from Farworld to Fire Keep.” 

He glanced at Kyja. “This was before Divum revealed the way you took. Not 
knowing that it was an option—and unwilling to ask either of you to take that 
risk if Pd known about it—I sent several of my trusted associates to scout out 
other options. Graehl asked to explore the Windlash Mountains. He was almost 
sure that a portal to the realm of shadows was there, and we’d heard rumors of 
the barrier between the realm and Fire Keep being thin. 

“Once he saw how heavily the Dark Circle was guarding the portal, he came 
up with a plan to get one or both of you inside. I thought it was far too risky for 
the two of you, and for Graehl. But when we realized that Kyja was trapped .. . 
we didn’t seem to have much choice.” 

She put a hand to her mouth. “I’m to blame for his death.” 

“No.” Marcus took her hand, blinking away the tears that filled his eyes. “He 
loved you, and he would have done anything to help us. But he did it because he 
believed in fighting against everything the Dark Circle stands for. The last thing 
he said to me was, ‘Hard things.’ He did what he did because it was right, even if 
it was hard.” 

Kyja squeezed her eyes shut, but tears leaked out anyway. Sometimes she 
wished she could block the memories again. The pain was too much. Too many 
people were getting hurt. They had to stop the Dark Circle once and for all. 

“About the realm of shadows,” Marcus said. He glanced toward Master 
Therapass, clearly uncomfortable about something. “I met a man who claimed to 
be my ... my father. And he told me a story about you.” He bit his lip. “And 
your brother.” 

The wizard’s face tightened. “What did he tell you?” 

Marcus told them what happened between the time he’d entered the realm of 
shadows and the time he’d arrived in Fire Keep. Kyja had heard parts of the 
story after she’d pulled him over, but it took on a new meaning now that she had 
her memories back. 

His story was almost impossible to believe. Master Therapass and the head of 
the Dark Circle—brothers? How could that be? And how must Marcus have felt 
to discover that his mother was dead and his father was a, a monster? She’d 
remembered discovering that her mother had loved her and had been searching 
for her. To learn that your only living parent cared about you only as a means of 
destroying two worlds? She couldn’t imagine the pain that must have caused 
him. Must still be causing him. She squeezed his hand. 

When Marcus had finished, he asked, “Is it true?” 

Master Therapass nodded slowly. “A few of the facts are wrong, but for the 


most part, yes. The man you know as the Master is my brother. We discovered a 
link of some kind between Farworld and Earth. We became obsessed with 
finding a way to travel between worlds. I had no idea where my brother’s 
interests lay until it was too late.” 

“And he is—my father?” Marcus could barely say the word. He was 
embarrassed and disgusted that such a sick individual could be related to him in 
any way. 

“When I realized you were tied to the realm of shadows, I began to suspect 
who your father might be.” 

Marcus stared at his hands. It was true then. His only living parent was a 
monster. “I always hoped my parents were—I don’t know—noble. Or at least 
good. How can you trust the son of a man like . . . well, like he is?” 

Master Therapass pointed a finger at him. “You parents were noble. Do not 
doubt that for a second. Your mother and father had a grand dream of uniting 
two worlds. Your father’s mind has been warped by pain and anger, but that does 
not change the fact that once upon a time, he was an honorable man with a noble 
goal. And no man or woman is ever completely beyond hope.” 

“But he wants to destroy Earth and Farworld,” Marcus said. 

The wizard nodded. “Yes. And we must stop him.” 

Kyja stood up. “Mr. Z said that Farworld, Earth, and the realm of shadows are 
like powder kegs about to explode. What can we do about it? We have all of the 
elementals; why haven’t we opened the drift? Let’s do it now, before they get the 
chance.” 

“Tt’s not that easy.” The wizard rolled a map out across the table. “Based on 
our research, the drift can be opened in only one place—a gate located here.” He 
pointed to a spot near the forest of Before Time, slightly outside a city called 
Windshold. 

Marcus sucked in his breath. 

“Tsn’t that—” Kyja began. 

Marcus looked pale. “The city where I was nearly killed. Where I lost my 
mother.” 

“T don’t think it’s a coincidence,” Master Therapass said. “My guess is that at 
the very least, your mother was aware of the gate’s existence. I think she was 
trying to find a way to get you to Earth.” 

“What are we waiting for?” Divum asked. “If we know where it is, let’s go.” 

Cascade stared intently at the wall. “The Dark Circle must know too. They’ve 
assembled a massive army. I count at least five hundred Thrathkin S’ Bae and ten 
times that many undead.” 

Master Therapass nodded. “I sent the stone warriors and wizards as soon as I 


confirmed the location. That’s one of the places Tankum and I scouted while 
Marcus was training. But they won’t arrive until late tomorrow. By then, it may 
be too late.” 

Magma slammed his mace on the floor, sending a crack all the way up into the 
stone wall. “Pl gather all of the fire elementals that I can, and we’ll take the 
fight to their doorstep.” 

Lanctrus-Darnoc shook their heads. “Too risky,” said the fox. 

The boar spoke next. “If the Dark Circle manages to open the drift, they will 
have the power to destroy any elementals in the area.” 

Kyja leaned forward. “What do you mean? I thought it was only a door.” 

The fox and boar looked at the wizard. He nodded and said, “Go ahead. It’s 
time everyone knew.” 

“A great power source lies between the two worlds,” Lanctrus said. “We 
discovered it when we were looking for a passage to Fire Keep. The source 
appears to have existed for a very long time.” 

“Tt may be what your father is planning on using to blow up Earth and 
Farworld,” Darnoc said. “If the source is accessed with light magic . . . We are 
not entirely sure what will happen. But if it is opened with Dark Magic, the Dark 
Circle will have power we can’t imagine. It may have been their plan all along to 
have you free the elementals to give them access.” 

“What’s our plan then?” Marcus asked. 

Master Therapass waved his wand, and a line raced across the map from Terra 
ne Staric to the forest of Before Time appraching the gate from the west. 
Another line moved more slowly, coming toward the gate from the east. “All of 
the elementals except for those at this table and a small group of Aerisians will 
barricade themselves in their keeps. Should the Dark Circle prevail, it will be up 
to the elementals to find a way to stop them. The air elementals will fly those of 
us here who are willing—along with a contingent of our best wizards and 
warriors—to the forest tonight, hopefully avoiding detection. After taking us to 
the forest, all the Aerisians but Divum will return to Air Keep We will launch a 
surprise attack at dawn, attempting to engage the Dark Circle long enough for 
the stone army to arrive.” 

“A few dozen against thousands?” Cascade asked. 

“We’ve also asked Icehold for all the help they can send,” Master Therapass 
said. “They have the only army close enough. But we haven’t heard from them 
yet.” 

“And we will have elementals,” Divum said. 

High Lord Broomhead tapped his fingers on the table. “We have to assume 
that they will have elementals too, as well as the Master and at least one 


Summoner. Attacking them now may be the only chance we have, but the odds 
are still strongly against us.” 

Magma slammed his mace head into the palm of his hand. “When do we 
leave?” 
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Marcus lingered in the room until he and Master Therapass were the only ones 
remaining. 

“You have a question?” the wizard asked, carefully rolling up the map and 
tucking it and the wand into his robe. 

Marcus wasn’t sure how to approach the subject, so he just went ahead and 
said it. “The Master told me that he was the one who put the brand on my 
shoulder.” 

Master Therapass nodded slowly. “I hadn’t heard that before.” 

“Then it’s a lie.” Marcus slumped against the back of his chair with relief. 

“I didn’t say that. My brother and I discovered the prophecy at the same time 
we were researching Earth and Farworld. We found many versions of the story, 
but the one constant was the mark. The amulet I gave to Kyja was found on the 
other side of the forest of Before Time. Tankum and I went to see you because 
we’d heard about your mark. I can see how it might have been placed on you 
when you and your mother were kidnapped, without her being aware of it.” 

“Then for all you know, I’m not the savior that was prophesied. This might all 
be for nothing.” 

The wizard smiled. “And the fact that you have managed to free all four 
elementals is coincidence?” 

“That only makes it that much worse.” Marcus sighed. “We’ve managed to 
gather all of the elementals, start a worldwide war, have people give their lives 
for us, and it all might be a mistake. I may be nothing more than a kid who had a 
brand put on his arm by the most evil man in the world. I may be a complete 
fraud.” 

Master Therapass walked around the table and sat by Marcus. “Everyone has 
to decide for themselves who they are. I once heard a saying that went 
something like, ‘A man is born with lips and gums, nose and ears, fingers and 
thumbs. It’s not what he’s given that makes his sums, but where he goes and 
what he becomes.’ There’s one thing I never heard in any of the versions of the 
prophecy. Do you know what that is?” 

Marcus shook his head. 

“How the chosen child got the mark in the first place.” 


35: The Final Battle 


Marcus hadn’t seen a lot of forests, but those that he had usually started out 


thin, with sparse smaller trees, bushes, and grass turning into thicker trees, and 
eventually full-on woods. The forest of Before Time was nothing like that. One 
minute there was grass and newly bloomed flowers, and the next minute, grass 
was replaced by trees so big around that twenty men with linked arms would 
have been unable to circle one of their massive trunks. 

The last time he and Kyja had been this far north, Icehold had been bitterly 
cold and blanketed with snow. In the last two weeks, the weather had changed. 
The snow was gone, but its melting had left the ground wet and swampy, and the 
early morning air was so cold that both he and Kyja shivered under their leather 
armor and heavy cloaks. 

“Any sign of the Icehold army?” High Lord Broomhead asked. 

“They have not left their city walls,” Cascade said. 

The high lord sighed and paced across the pine-needle-covered ground. “We 
can’t put this off any longer.” 

As Master Therapass and Lanctrus-Darnoc entered the clearing, the high lord 
tensed and asked, “Has the fire elemental joined the rest of the Dark Circle 
army?” 

“No,” Lanctrus said. “We were able to get quite close, viewing them through 
nearby plants, and though the other three elementals are gathered together, there 
is no sign of the Pyrinth.” 

Master Therapass pulled out his wand. “My brother and the Summoner are 
missing as well, which leads me to believe that they have gone to get Chaos. 
They could return at any moment, and we will be too late.” 

Magma bared his teeth in a fiery grin. “I’m ready to go now. I can’t wait to try 
my mace on a few dark wizards.” 

High Lord Broomhead stared from the trees to the open field beyond, where 
close to a hundred campfires burned. “I can’t ask my friends to go their deaths.” 

“You won’t have to,’ Master Therapass said. “I believe they’ve made that 
decision for themselves.” 

Out of the woods came the fifty men and women who had flown in with the 
air elementals the night before. 


Eden, the short but fierce red-headed captain of the guard, held her sword out. 
“My lord, it is almost dawn. We are ready to fight.” 

The high lord looked over the men and women. Even to Marcus, the group 
looked tiny compared to what they were going up against. 

“Do you all make this decision of your own free will?” Broomhead asked. 

“We do,” the group said as one. 

“T would not think less of any of you who would rather stay back,” he said. “If 
you do not wish to fight, you may leave with honor.” When none of the men and 
women left, he nodded. “Very well. Prepare for battle.” 

“That’s what I like to hear,” Magma said, flexing his fiery muscles. 

The high lord turned to Divum. “Were you able to set any traps?” 

The Aerisian laughed and turned herself into hundreds of tiny weapons, 
swinging and stabbing. “They will have a few surprises when they wake up.” 

As the group began moving out of the forest, Marcus and Kyja headed 
forward too. Master Therapass caught them before they reached the tree line. 
“T’m sorry, but you’re too valuable to risk. I need you to stay here.” 

“We have to fight,” Marcus said. “We’re shorthanded enough as it is.” 

Kyja drew her sword. “I can fight, and Marcus’s health has improved so 
much. With my sword and his magic, we could be a big help.” 

Riph Raph flew down from a nearby tree. “I think you’d better listen to the 
wizard. Pll stay behind to look after you. In case anything breaks through the 
lines.” 

“T’m sorry,” Master Therapass said. “I can’t let you into the battle. We’ll try to 
clear a path to the gate. It’s a flat stone circle raised slightly off the ground in the 
center of the camp. When we do, we’ll gather you and the four elementals and 
attempt to open the drift. Do not leave here unless you can see the gate has been 
cleared. Will you promise to do that, or must I need to leave someone behind to 
keep an eye on you?” 

Marcus and Kyja looked at each other. 

“Fine,” Marcus said. 

“We’ll stay behind,” Kyja agreed. 

The wizard appeared skeptical. 

“We promise,” Kyja said. “We won’t leave the woods unless we see a clear 
opening to the gate.” 

“Very well. Be safe. I hope we meet again soon.” Master Therapass turned and 
joined the rest of the warriors and wizards. 

Marcus and Kyja edged up to the trees so they could get a better view of what 
was happening. High Lord Broomhead divided the people into four groups, each 
with a combination of wizards, warriors, and one elemental. 


“Group one will go to the right, to flank the camp. Group two will circle to the 
left. Draw as much of the army toward Icehold as you can. Hopefully the city 
will come to your aid. The third group will strike at the center, and the fourth 
will take and hold the gate. Any questions?” 

When there were none, he lowered his voice. “We are going to try a stealth 
approach,” he said. “Get as close to the tents as you can before attacking.” 

“Right flank, attack!” Magma raised his mace and charged toward the camp, 
screaming at the top of his lungs. The flaming creature was impossible to miss in 
the dark; alarms sounded, and men came running from their tents. 

As if someone had lit a string of firecrackers, explosions sounded from all 
over the camp. Tents burst into flame, and charred clothing and supplies flew 
into the air. 

Divum grinned. “So much for stealth.” 


— hmm 


Standing with their backs pressed against a tree as big around as a house, Kyja 
and Marcus watched the battle begin. Even from where they stood, the fight was 
clearly one-sided. Magma swung his mace as he charged into the mass of dark 
creatures and wizards. Every swing sent bodies flying, but each space he cleared 
quickly closed around him, filled with more of the Dark Circle’s soldiers. It was 
like watching a spark floating in the middle of an endless black sea. 

Explosions shook the ground as Master Therapass and Lanctrus-Darnoc used 
land magic to blow chunks of rock and dirt into the air. But for every one of their 
spells, dozens of Thrathkin S’ Bae wizards returned fire. 

Kyja couldn’t stand waiting and watching as her friends fought without her. 
She could tell that Marcus felt the same way; his hands fidgeted on his staff, and 
he kept moving his foot as if it was all he could do to keep from racing into the 
fight. 

“We can’t stand here,” Marcus said. “They need all the help they can get.” 

“You promised you wouldn’t go unless the gate had been cleared,” Riph Raph 
said. 

Marcus was right. Kyja clenched her fists watching the battle that even from 
this distance looked futile. They had to find a way to help. “We promised not to 
go unless we could see the gate.” She cupped her hands to her eyes. “Do you see 
that?” 

Marcus looked at her and grinned. “Yeah, a flat circle right in the middle of 
camp I see it clear as day.” 

“T don’t see the gate,” Riph Raph squawked. “And I have better eyes than 


either of you.” 

Kyja gripped her sword tight, adrenaline making her heart race. “I’m pretty 
sure I see an opening.” 

Riph Raph thrashed his tail. “There. Is. No. Opening.” 

“T see it too,” Marcus said. “It’s definitely a clear opening to the gate. And you 
heard what Master Therapass said.” 

Kyja grinned. “If we see a clear opening .. .” 

“We have to go.” 

“No. No. Noooooo!” Riph Raph cried. 

Side by side, Marcus and Kyja entered the battle. As soon as they reached the 
nearest of the Dark Circle soldiers, Kyja cut both heads off of a two-headed dog. 
Three skeletons came at her, armed with spears. She had to back up quickly to 
avoid getting turned into a pin cushion. 

With a blast of fire, Marcus turned the skeletons to ash, but dozens more 
closed in behind them. 

“There are too many,” Kyja said backing away. She looked for a spot to 
retreat, but dark creatures surrounded them. It was clear normal fighting tactics 
wouldn’t work. 

“Have you ever used a magic sword?” Marcus yelled. 

“You know I can’t use magical items,” Kyja shouted back. 

Something that looked like a giant sponge rolled toward them, and she 
punctured it with a quick lunge. 

“Swing at those,” Marcus said, pointing at a pair of undead Mimickers 
approaching. 

The creatures were too big for two or three skilled swordfighters to take on 
alone, but Kyja had no other option. The Mimickers were almost on top of them, 
and they had no room to retreat. 

She swung at the nearest monster, and a flash of blue lighting shot from the 
blade, frying both monsters with one blow. Kyja stared at her sword. “How did I 
do that?” 

Marcus grinned. “You handle the sword, and Pll send magic out from it. It’s 
not a magic sword, exactly, but no one needs to know that.” 

Working together, they were able to hold off enough of the dark creatures to 
keep from being overrun. Kyja fought until her arms shook, but she kept on 
swinging. Marcus switched the magic he sent, changing between fire, air, ice, 
and electricity, depending on the creature. 

Overhead, Riph Raph did the best he could, calling out instructions, shooting 
tiny blue fireballs, and reminding them that they were crazy for doing this. 

Right when Kyja was beginning to think that she couldn’t hold up her sword a 


minute longer, Riph Raph shouted, “The Icehold soldiers are coming.” 

Kyja and Marcus spun around to see a wall of warriors and wizards attacking 
the Dark Circle from the north with heavy axes and a stream of magic. 
Unprepared for their charge, the Dark Army fell before them. 

They might actually have a chance to win. 

Kyja grabbed Marcus’s arm. “Look,” she called, pointing to a white circle in 
the not-too-far distance. The gate. With the sudden attack, the Dark Circle had 
left it completely unguarded. 

“Let’s go,” Marcus said. 

Together they ran for the gate, blasting any creatures in their way. But mostly 
it was a Clear shot. The entire Dark Circle army seemed focused on the Icehold 
attackers. 

Marcus and Kyja reached the gate and came to a circle that measured 
somewhere between ten and twenty paces across. It was divided into four parts, 
clearly one for each type of magic, each marked by its symbol. In the center of 
the circle was the image on Marcus’s arm—a Summoner doing battle with a 
creature formed of water, land, air, and fire. 

“What now?” Marcus asked, kneeling to examine a keyhole in the center of 
the image. 

Kyja looked for the elementals, hoping they could open the drift, but none of 
them were in sight. “I guess we wait for the Dark Circle to run.” 

“T don’t think that’s going to happen any time soon,” Riph Raph called down. 

Kyja looked north to see that the battle had turned. The Icehold army, which 
had been making steady progress before, had since taken heavy losses. Worse, 
every Icehold soldier who fell was rising again as an undead warrior for the Dark 
Circle. 

“There must be a Summoner nearby,” Marcus yelled. 

Kyja looked up, and sure enough, a dark shadow was silhouetted by the rising 
sun. On its back were a cloaked figure and a fire creature that could only be 
Chaos. 

“We have to go,” Kyja said. But it was already too late. The dark army was 
closing in from all sides, and there was no way to escape. 

“Swing your sword,” Marcus yelled. 

Forgetting the ache in her arms, Kyja slashed in every direction. The 
combination of her steel and Marcus’s magic was lethal. But it wasn’t enough. 
The wall of creatures advanced relentlessly. 

In the distance, Master Therapass spotted them. “Hold on, children,” he 
shouted. “I’m coming.” The wizard blasted his way toward them. But he 
wouldn’t arrive in time; too many undead were coming too fast. 


“T...can’t... hold... them off,” Kyja panted. 

Marcus slumped to the ground, his arms and legs shaking. He tried using more 
magic, but his best spells barely made a ripple in the ocean of undead flowing 
toward them. Kyja stepped in front of him. Holding her sword as best she could, 
she waited for the army to tear them apart. 

A blur of motion blew past her. Dark creatures flew in every direction. Twin 
blades flashing, a massive figure forced back the horde. 

“Tankum,” Kyja sobbed. 

The warrior took a quick moment to bow before charging back into the battle. 
“You looked like you had this under control, but I was feeling left out of the 
party.” Behind him, dozens of warriors and wizards charged forward. 

The stone army had arrived at last. 


36: Goodbye 


ce 
Wna are you two doing here?” Master Therapass panted, blasting the 


undead around them. “I told you to stay back.” 

“We saw an... an opening,” Kyja said, blushing at the obvious lie. 

Getting his second wind, Marcus stood up and began fighting again. “We 
made it to the gate. Isn’t that what matters?” 

“Only if you survive long enough to open it,” the wizard said. He shot a 
beacon of light over their heads, and one by one, the other groups joined them at 
the gate. Of the fifty men and women who had gone to battle, less than half of 
them remained. And of that number, most of them had injuries of one kind or 
another. The thought of so many dead and hurt made Marcus feel like throwing 
up. 

Cascade had set up a sort of onsite hospital, using water magic to heal as 
many as he could, moving from one wounded to the next as the person he’d just 
healed charged back into battle. 

Magma was a tank, drawing the heaviest of the attacks. His mace mowed 
down enemies by the dozens. Lanctrus-Darnoc built up a berm of rocks and dirt, 
which provided some protection, and Divum changed air currents, forcing the 
Summoner to keep its distance. But with all that, it was only the stone army that 
kept the enemy at bay. 

Tankum matched Magma blow for blow. Marcus watched the two warriors 
compare themselves to each other and nod with appreciation of the other’s skills. 

“Maybe we should try opening the gate now,” Kyja suggested. 

“No time,” Master Therapass said, hurling fireball after fireball into the horde. 
The old man seemed to have limitless endurance. “As soon as we take our 
elementals out of the battle, the Dark Circle will close in.” He nodded toward the 
circling Summoner, emphasizing his point. 

The battle raged all day. Every so often, the Dark Circle would make progress, 
and then the stone army would drive them back. The problem was that no matter 
how many creatures the stone army slayed, the Summoner continued to raise 
more. And while the elementals and stone army could fight forever, the humans 
were running out of strength. Even with Cascade’s healing, another soldier 


collapsed every few minutes. 

High Lord Broomhead limped to Master Therapass’s side. “We can’t go on 
like this,” he panted. “Icehold has closed their gates, and our people are 
exhausted. The stone army is taking heavy damage as well.” 

Therapass blew up the ground under fifty dark creatures and nodded. “We 
have to run for the forest.” 

“T’m not sure the injured can make it that far.” 

The wizard pressed his lips tightly together. “I’m afraid they don’t have a 
choice.” 

Broomhead nodded. “Tl tell them to prepare for retreat.” 

Therapass waved down Riph Raph. “Carry the word to the elementals and the 
stone army that on my command, they must open a path to the woods.” 

“Consider it done,” Riph Raph said, circling into the air. 

“How’s your leg?” the wizard asked Marcus. 

“Good enough to get back to the woods. But once we retreat, the Dark Circle 
will open the gate.” 

“Once we get the people safely to the woods, we’ll send the stone army back 
to hold them off until we come up with another plan.” 

“How are you doing?” Kyja asked. “You must be exhausted.” 

The wizard smiled. “I’m an old man. Exhaustion is part of life.” 

Riph Raph flew back. “I’ve passed the word.” 

Master Therapass nodded. “Get ready,” he told Marcus and Kyja. Pointing his 
staff in the air toward the woods, he fired off three quick blasts of green fire. 

Instantly the stone army changed course. Fighting in two columns, they forced 
a path through the battle. Limping and stumbling, a few soldiers carried by 
others, the humans started toward the woods. 

Without a central spot to defend, holding off the dark creatures became twice 
as difficult. Not only did the stone army have to defend their spots, but they also 
had to keep moving forward at the same pace as the humans. Cascade and 
Divum were forced to join the battle. 

They were almost halfway to the woods when Riph Raph screamed a warning. 
Marcus looked up as a dark shadow passed over them. Divum tried to divert the 
Summoner, but Calem flew right behind it, keeping it aloft with his air magic. 

Magma turned and flung a bolt of fire, which the Summoner easily dodged. 

“Ts that all you’ve got?” Chaos laughed from the back of the Summoner. 
“Looks like you picked the wrong side this time.” 

“Faster!” Therapass shouted. But with the combination of the Summoner, the 
Master, elementals, and the dark creatures to deal with, progress slowed to a halt. 

“Give up now, and I might let you live, brother,” the Master shouted. 


Therapass fired off a bolt of ice, which sent the Summoner circling away. 
“We’ve got to get to the woods,” the wizard shouted. 

Marcus never saw where Tide came from. It was as if the elemental had been 
hiding in the middle of the undead army, waiting for the right moment to attack. 
With everyone’s attention on the Summoner, he stepped forward and cast a spell 
at the stone army. 

Ice encased the stone wizards and warriors. Before any of the human wizards 
could react, the Summoner swooped low and blasted the frozen soldiers with a 
stream of superheated fire, which acted like a sledgehammer on the stone 
warriors and wizards, cracking their bodies into a million pieces. 

Beneath the layer of ice, Tankum’s eyes moved to give Marcus one last look. 
Marcus thought he saw the stone warrior attempt to wave goodbye, and then the 
man who had saved his life at least twice crumbled to dust. 


— hmm 


Kyja stared in shock as Tankum and the rest of the stone warriors and wizards 
were destroyed in front of her eyes. 

With no one to stop them, the dark army next fell on the helpless humans. The 
elementals moved in to protect them, but they were too outnumbered. Even 
Magma seemed to realize that he didn’t stand a chance as he went from attack 
mode to a defensive posture. The humans and elementals backed together, 
surrounded on all sides by blades, teeth, and fangs. 

“Stop!” Master Therapass shouted. “We surrender.” 

“No,” Kyja whispered. They couldn’t give up. Not after the stone army had 
given their lives. Not after Graehl, Rhaidnan, and so many others had died so the 
rest of them could be here and fight. 

The undead creatures and Thrathkin S’Bae cleared space as the Summoner 
soared slowly overhead then landed at the head of the dark army. The Master and 
Chaos climbed from the creature’s back. 

The Master walked forward until he was nose-to-nose with Master Therapass. 
“What’s that, brother? I’m not sure I heard you.” 

The old wizard dropped his head. “We surrender. Allow these people to live, 
and you may do whatever you want with me.” 

“Never,” Marcus said. He began to raise a hand, but the Master clamped his 
cold fingers around Marcus’s wrist. “I told you that you’d come crawling back. 
Should I make you do that now—squirm on your belly to save your life? Grovel 
in the mud so I won’t hurt you?” 

Chaos laughed. 


“Kill me if you like,” Marcus said. “But I’ll never crawl for you.” 

“No?” The Master turned to Kyja. “You’re the one who’s caused me so much 
trouble. On the other hand, you also gave me everything I needed to take 
complete control of Farworld and Earth. I suppose I should thank you. Would 
you like to be my serving girl—clean my toilets and wash my laundry?” 

Kyja had never wanted to spit in anyone’s face so much, but she had to hold 
her temper or risk endangering the rest of the group, so she bit her tongue and 
said nothing. 

“Touch her, and Pll make you pay,” Marcus snarled, and Kyja silently begged 
him to be quiet. Didn’t he understand they were at this monster’s mercy? 

The Master’s red eyes flared. “You fancy her, do you? Good to know. If you 
want to save her, kneel down and lick my boots.” 

Marcus’s entire body shook with shock and anger. 

“Lick my boots, or PI flay her here and now in front of you.” 

Marcus began to lower himself, but before he reached the ground, Master 
Therapass dropped instead. He pressed his face to his brother’s feet and licked 
first one boot and then the other. Marcus tried to pull him back by his robe, but 
Cascade and Divum locked their arms around him. 

“You are the greater wizard,” Master Therapass said. “I am not worthy to be 
your brother. Please let us live.” 

Hot tears of shame and fury filled Kyja’s eyes. She couldn’t stand to see her 
mentor humiliated like this. 

The Master laughed and pushed Master Therapass down in the dirt. “I always 
said you weren’t cut out for anything more than shining shoes.” 

Tide, Nizgar-Gharat, and Calem stepped forward. “Would you like us to kill 
him?” 

“Give horn-head to me,” Chaos said. “I’ve always wanted to slit his thick 
throat.” 

“Td like to see you try,” Magma growled. 

The Master patted Chaos on the back. “I’ve got plans for each and every one 
of them. Plans that involve weeks of torture and humiliation. And I do believe 
that you are the right person to help me in that work. But first, I want them to see 
my complete and final victory.” 

He looked around and pointed to a hill about a half mile away. “Take them 
there. Make sure they have a good view of what is about to happen. Set the 
Summoner to guard them, and if anyone turns away for so much as an instant, 
kill them.” 

As they were being marched toward the hill, Marcus looked back. “You won’t 
succeed,” he said. “No matter how much you accomplish now, in the end, you 


will fail.” 

“On the contrary,” the Master said. “I will succeed beyond anything you 
imagine. I will take the lives of innocent men, women, and children in numbers 
beyond counting. And I will make sure you and your girlfriend see each and 
every death so you can blame yourselves for them over, and over, and over. Now 
get back there with the rest of the cowards.” He shoved Marcus forward, 
knocking him into the dirt. 

Kyja ran to pull him up. “It’s okay,” she said. “We’ll find some way to fight 
back. This isn’t over.” 

“Of course,” Marcus said, scraping mud off his knees. 

But despite her own words, Kyja wondered if maybe their quest was over. If 
they’d been too slow. And if so, how many people would end up paying for their 
mistakes. 


37: Opening the Gate 


ce 
Im sorry,” Marcus said. “I should have been the one licking his boots. 


Master Therapass shook his head. “There are worse things than a little 
humiliation now and then. In fact, humiliating oneself can be good for the ego. 
When you start to think you that are incapable of failure, failure has a way of 
reminding you that it’s still around.” 

“Ts this it, then?” Kyja asked. “Isn’t there any way left to stop them?” 

The wizard smiled down at her, and it warmed Kyja’s heart to see that he was 
still capable of smiling. She felt as if she’d never be able to smile again. 

“Good men and women do their best to stop evil when they see it,” the wizard 
said. “But the truth is, sometimes that isn’t possible. Sometimes, as much as we 
want to see justice done, bad people do bad things, and we cannot stop them.” 

Kyja felt like weeping. 

“That doesn’t mean evil will win out,” Master Therapass continued. “While 
we can’t always stop people from doing evil things, bad decisions tend to lead to 
bad consequences.” 

No matter what words he used, what he said still sounded like failure to Kyja. 
But she couldn’t say so. Instead, she put an arm around his waist. “I’m sorry 
about Tankum. That must have been hard for you.” 

The wizard smiled and patted her on the back. As they continued up the hill, 
Master Therapass gazed wistfully up at the sky, which was beginning to turn 
orange as the sun dipped behind the trees of Before Time. “When I lost him 
many years ago, it was hard. He was my best friend. Having him back for the 
last year has been a joy I never expected to have. I’m sure he was glad to leave 
this world defending others, the same way he did the first time.” 

He climbed up the hill by himself, and Kyja wandered over to join Marcus. 
“Thanks for defending me back there,” she said. 

Marcus shrugged. “It was dumb. I shouldn’t have let the Master’s words get to 
me.” 

“True,” Kyja said. Marcus gave her a look that said he hadn’t expected her to 
agree. “But it was still sweet.” 

“You were pretty good with your sword back there,” Marcus said. 


“And you were pretty good with your magic. We made a great team.” 

“Move along,” a pair of dark wizards said, jabbing them in the back with their 
Staffs. 

Marcus and Kyja hurried to catch up with the others. At the top of the hill, the 
Thrathkin S’Bae formed them into a line. The Summoner landed at the base of 
the hill, and Kyja remembered the time it had plucked her off the wall of 
Icehold. She wondered if it remembered that time too. 

“Face the Master,” one of the Thrathkin S’Bae ordered. “Do not drop your 
heads or look away in any fashion. Disobedience is punishable by death.” 

Was this how the rest of their lives would be—taking orders from the Dark 
Circle? She had to live this way, but that didn’t mean Marcus did. She edged up 
to him and whispered, “I can push you back to Earth.” 

“Would you come with me?” he asked. 

She thought for a moment. “The Dark Circle might take it out on the rest of 
the group.” 

“Tt doesn’t matter,” he said. “Once they force open the gate, there won’t be 
any escape from them on Earth or Farworld.” 

Below, the Master lined up Tide, Nizgar-Gharat, Calem, and Chaos in front of 
the gate. “Behold!” he shouted, looking up the hill. “The beginning of a new 
world!” 

A world of terror, Kyja thought. A world of madness. Despite knowing that 
she and Marcus had tried their best, she felt guilty. 


———— a 


Marcus watched the Master move each of the elementals into place at the 
circle. “How does it work?” he whispered to Master Therapass. “How do they 
open the gate?” 

The wizard shook his head. “I don’t know any more than you. I’m not sure my 
brother knows either. But you can be sure he won’t quit until he figures it out.” 

From where they stood, it was hard to make out what the dark wizard was 
saying, but it looked like he was instructing each elemental on what to do. 
Marcus found himself both terrified and fascinated. Opening a doorway would 
give the Master more power. But after all this time, Marcus wanted to see what 
the drift would look like—how it worked. 

Chaos was the first to act. He held out his arms, and a line of fire traced the 
symbol in his quadrant then rushed to the middle of the circle. 

Nizgar-Gharat went next. Marcus watched a dark line fill the symbol for land 
magic, and meet fire in the middle. For a moment, the land magic seemed about 


to put out the fire, and the two elementals shouted something at each other. But 
the Master quickly quieted them. 

Tide went next, then Calem. Lines of water, land, air, and fire magic met in 
the middle of the circle. Marcus leaned forward with anticipation. 

Nothing happened. 

“What’s going on?” Kyja asked. “Why isn’t it opening?” 

Master Therapass shook his head. “Combining magic is a difficult task at the 
best of times, and elementals of different types do not typically work well 
together. Remember what I said long ago about fire and water magic?” 

Marcus remembered the wizard explaining how two powerful forms of magic 
could offset each other, like a bucket of water dousing a candle. 

“More magic!” the Master shouted, and the lines on the circle flashed brighter. 
Intent on what was happening below, the Thrathkin S’Bae moved down the hill 
and closer to the action. 

The Master held up his staff, and a low whine came from the gate. Blue, 
brown, silver, and orange pulsed to the sound. 

“Something’s happening,” Kyja whispered. 

At the center of the circle, all four colors wound themselves into a thick, black 
vine stretching high into the air. The whining grew louder, and the ground began 
to vibrate. 

Standing on the circle, Calem appeared to try to move away, but the master 
pointed his staff at the air elemental, and Calem’s head snapped up—his spine 
bowed as if someone were stretching him backward over a barrel. 

Divum smirked. “I wonder if he’s questioning his choice to join the Master 
now.” 

Power filled the air, and the entire dark army moved toward the circle. Marcus 
felt the hair on the backs of his arms and neck stand straight up. 

The whining sound grew louder still as the black vine thickened into a pillar 
of solid magic that rose high into the sky. The clouds seemed to be affected too, 
swirling around the pillar like a tornado about to touch down. 

“Harder!” the Master shouted, and the entire circle began to pulse. Orange, 
brown, blue, and silver lit the Master’s face, giving the wizard the appearance of 
an insane clown. All of the elementals writhed in their spots on the gate. 

The sound grew louder and more high-pitched. Cracks spread across the 
ground as the land vibrated. It was happening. Darkness now made up nearly 
half of the circle. The colored lines flashed so brightly that Marcus had to shade 
his eyes. He started forward with the rest of the dark army, but Master Therapass 
grabbed him by the shoulder. 

“Get down,” the wizard said to Marcus and Kyja. “Put your hands over your 


heads and press your faces to the ground.” He turned to the rest of the group. 
“Everyone get down. Take cover.” 

Hand in hand, Marcus and Kyja lay face down on the ground, with Riph Raph 
tucked between them. Magma knelt over them, shielding their bodies. The 
wizards and elementals flattened themselves against the hard-packed dirt. 

The whining reached a pitch that sounded like a drill about to snap its bit. 

“What’s happening?” Marcus shouted, cheek pressed to the ground. 

Even though Master Therapass was right beside him, he could barely hear the 
wizard over the shrill scream. “They’re pushing the gate too hard. There’s too 
much magic going in. With no way for it to escape—” 

The twilight sky, which had been a purplish-gray suddenly flashed white—as 
though a thousand lightning bolts had struck at the same place. Marcus squeezed 
his eyes shut against the glare, but he could still see the image imprinted on the 
insides of his lids. 

At the same time, the ground rolled like a ship on a raging ocean. Marcus and 
Kyja were flung upward, and it was only the weight of the fire elemental that 
kept them from being tossed like a rock from a slingshot. 

Explosions and screams filled the air. The ground continued to shake, and 
lights flashed. Chunks of rock and dirt flew into the air, and the ground felt like 
part of the hillside had broken completely away. As the quake went on and on, 
Marcus began to wonder if it would ever stop, or if Farworld was shaking itself 
to pieces. 

At last the rumbling slowed, then shuddered to a halt. The screams stopped, 
and Marcus opened his eyes. The sky had taken on a strange, greenish-yellow 
hue, as if the very atmosphere had been bruised. His ears rang, and his head 
throbbed. 

Kyja released his hand and shakily stood up. “Look,” she said. “Look what 
happened.” 

Marcus pushed himself to his knees. Despite the fact that the ground had 
stopped shaking, his body still swayed. He couldn’t be seeing what he thought he 
was. He rubbed his eyes, but the view remained the same. 

All of the colors were gone, along with the black pillar that had reached up to 
the sky. The gate looked exactly as it had before, with no sign of change or 
damage. But everything around it had been flattened. The entire army of the 
Dark Circle had been completely destroyed. 


38: Water, Land, Air, and Fire 


Au around, people were bleeding and grasping limbs twisted at odd angles. 


Wizards had been thrown as far as a hundred feet or more from their original 
positions, and several had been hit by flying rock and debris. 

Cascade and Master Therapass hurried from one person to the next, healing 
the most grievous injuries, and moving on. Marcus realized that he should be 
doing the same. His staff was nowhere to be found, so he asked Kyja to help him 
move around the hill. 

Together they began tracking down the hurt, often by the sounds of their 
moans or screaming, and doing what they could to help. Riph Raph flew about 
the hill, finding supplies and scouting for more injured. Kyja had the perfect 
bedside manner, encouraging everyone as she tore sheets of cloth, tied bandages, 
and cleaned wounds. 

“Tt’s okay,” she said to a woman whose arm had nearly been torn off by a 
flying branch. “You make dresses don’t you?” 

“That’s right,” the woman said, her face pale and clammy. 

“You do amazing work. I saw one of your gowns in a shop window.” Kyja 
comforted the woman, as Marcus stopped the bleeding and carefully reattached 
the limb. 

“Really?” the woman asked, perking up. 

“Tt was green with puffy sleeves. You’ll be making them again in no time.” 
Kyja pointed at the woman’s arm. 

The woman looked down and her eyes went wide as she saw that the wound 
was completely healed. “Thank you,” she said, hugging Marcus and Kyja. 
“Come by my shop when this is over and P’ l| make you anything you want.” 

They found a wizard with a deep gash above one eye cowering on the ground. 
“Tt’s all right,” Kyja said, taking his hand. “They’re gone. The entire dark army 
has been destroyed.” 

The man clasped her hand with shaking fingers. “Is it true?” 

She helped him stand so he could see for himself, and the man wept with joy. 

Marcus, who had never healed so many people at one time, was beginning to 
feel faint, so Riph Raph flew off to get him some food. Each wizard they healed 


began healing others, and soon everyone still alive was at least stable. 

Looking at the number of bodies no longer moving, though, Marcus felt 
sickened and shocked by how many of his friends and neighbors hadn’t 
survived. Thousands of bodies from both sides lay scattered across the field 
beneath a lingering cloud of yellow-gray smoke. Both good and evil looked the 
same in death. 

“Victory has come at a terrible cost,” a voice said from beside him. Marcus 
turned to find Divum there. She was dressed in all black, and he had never seen 
the Aerisian looking so somber. 

Kyja wiped her eyes. “I didn’t want them to die for us.” 

“They didn’t die for you,” Cascade said. “They died for what they believed in, 
and so that others could continue to have the freedom to choose their own 
beliefs.” 

Magma rested his mace on his shoulder and surveyed the damage. “Until this 
day, I had no idea humans could be so. . . heroic.” 

“For years to come, stories will be told of the sacrifices made here,” Lanctrus- 
Darnoc said. 

Marcus looked up at the fox and boar. “Tide, Calem, and the other elementals. 
Are they... 2?” 

“Destroyed,” Lanctrus said with a nod. “They were at the center of the 
explosion. I believe the force of dark magic flowing through them was the 
catalyst that set it all off.” 

Kyja touched the land elementals’ wing. “Master Therapass said that if dark 
magic opened the gate, all of the elementals would be destroyed. But you’re all 
still here.” 

Master Therapass limped up the hill to them. He had deep-purple bags under 
his eyes, and his skin had a glossy sheen Marcus didn’t like the look of. But the 
wizard also looked satisfied. 

“They did not open the gate. The power is still there.” He looked at Marcus, 
Kyja, and the elementals. I believe that task is now up to you.” 


to 


Kyja stood at the edge of the great white seal, afraid to actually step onto it. 
They had worked so long to get here—to reach this moment—that she felt a sort 
of superstitious dread. As if the moment she set foot on the gate, something 
terrible would happen to destroy everything they’d worked for. 

“Why did the others explode when they tried to open it?” she asked. 

Master Therapass shook his head. “What they were doing wasn’t working. I 


don’t know why, exactly. But instead of backing off, my brother kept driving 
them, kept pushing—until something snapped.” 

“Like an engine running at high speed until it throws a piston,” Marcus said. 
When the others stared at him, he shrugged and smiled. “Earth analogy.” 

Kyja looked at the wizards gathered around them. “Shouldn’t they move 
away? In case it... happens again?” 

The wizard shook his head. “They were using dark magic in an attempt to 
force the doorway open. My brother has always been convinced that the best 
way to get what you want is to take it—to push and push until it is yours. Light 
magic doesn’t work that way. I can’t say if you’ll be able to open the gate any 
more than they did. But I am quite sure that there will not be another explosion.” 

“T agree,” Divum said. “Us being here now, this way, feels right to me.” 

Kyja nodded. This was it, then—the time to finish the quest Master Therapass 
had told them about so long ago, when she and Marcus barely knew each other. 

She lifted one foot to step onto the gate, but Marcus grabbed her hand. “Wait.” 

Kyja, Master Therapass, and the elementals turned to look at him. Leaning on 
his staff, he licked his lips. “What if we don’t open it?” 

Kyja didn’t understand. “You mean, what if we can’t?” 

He shook his head. “Think about it. The Dark Circle is gone. Even if there are 
a few Thrathkin S’Bae remaining somewhere, they’! scatter now that the Master 
is gone. There’s no one left for us to fight. What if we left the gate alone?” 

“What about your father?” Kyja asked. “Isn’t he trying to get the power?” 

“He’ll probably end up destroying himself the same way the Dark Circle did. 
Now that we know how to enter the realm of shadows, we can keep an eye on 
him. Why risk trying to open the gate ourselves when we don’t really have to?” 

“Turnip Head has a point,” Riph Raph said. “And that’s a pretty rare thing. 
Maybe we should listen to him.” 

Master Therapass dropped to one knee in front of Marcus. “You’ve worked 
too hard to stop now. What is it? What are you afraid of? Are you still concerned 
about the origin of your mark? Because by now—” 

“No,” Kyja said, suddenly understanding. “It’s what the woman in the mist 
told us, isn’t it?” 

Marcus stared at his feet and nodded. 

Master Therapass scratched his beard. “The woman in the mist?” 

Until this moment, Kyja had completely forgotten about the woman’s words. 
But now that she remembered, her heart began to pound. “She was one of the 
four—the beings who asked us questions when we were opening the gate to Fire 
Keep. Marcus asked her what would happen if we created a drift and went 
through. She said that the doorway would only open once, and that what goes 


through can’t return. If Marcus and I go to our own worlds, we’ll never see each 
other again. I’ll go to Earth and never see Riph Raph or any of you.” 

“You didn’t tell me this,” Master Therapass said. “Who were these four? Can 
you trust them?” 

Marcus nodded slowly, looking a little sick. “I think they may be the ones who 
created the elements in the first place. The ones who locked Fire Keep and Air 
Keep.” 

Magma glowered. Divum and Cascade looked distinctly uncomfortable. 
Lanctrus and Darnoc whispered back and forth. 

“Here’s the thing, Kyja,” Marcus said. “I’ve nearly lost you twice, and I don’t 
want to take that chance again. If we don’t open the drift, I'll never be able to 
come here completely, and you won’t be able to stay in Farworld. But with the 
potion Master Therapass made, we can stay longer than before.” 

“And maybe we could find a way to stop your father, and then we can live in 
the realm of shadows,” Kyja said. “Like your parents did.” That wouldn’t be so 
bad. There was no rule that said they had to open the gate as soon as they’d freed 
the elementals. If it looked like anything bad would happen, they could always 
do it later. Maybe much, much later, when they were older than Master 
Therapass. 

“I know you two want to stay together,” the wizard said, laying his hands on 
their heads. “And I can’t say that I blame you. You share a bond I’ve never seen 
the likes of. I still don’t understand how you were able to pull Marcus here from 
Earth in the first place, little one. But I think you both know that this is not 
something we can put off. Fire Keep was opened for a reason. Until the drift is 
opened and the prophecy fulfilled, Earth and Farworld will never be safe. It’s 
time for you to do what you know you must, even if it means never seeing each 
other again.” 

Marcus sighed and stared at the ground. 

Kyja wiped away a stray tear. 

Riph Raph swished his tail angrily. “Well, this stinks!” 

“You know what we have to do,” Kyja said. 

Marcus nodded. “I guess I knew it all along. I just .. . Pm going to miss you 
so much.” 

Kyja pulled him into her arms, and for several minutes, they hugged silently 
while everyone else found something to look at. Sniffs and choking gasps could 
be heard through the group of wizards and warriors. 

At last, Marcus pulled away. He wiped his nose on his sleeve. “Are you ready 
to do this?” 

“I guess so,” Kyja said, trying to smile. 


Hand in hand, they led the elementals to the gateway. Each of them took their 
place on the symbol representing his or her magic while Marcus, Kyja, and Riph 
Raph stood at the center of the circle, where the image of the two creatures 
remained locked in deadly combat. 

“Remember to take it slow,” Master Therapass said. “Feel your way.” 

Kyja took one long last look around, wanting to lock Farworld into her 
memories in case she never saw it again. She gave Riph Raph a hug. “Take care 
of Marcus for me.” 

Riph Raph nodded his head and glistening tears dripped from his big golden 
eyes. “I’ll n-never for-for . . .” The skyte couldn’t finish what he was trying to 
say and instead tucked his head under one wing. 

One by one, each elemental fed magic into the symbols. Water flowing from 
Cascade filled the carvings in his fourth of the gate. Rock and soil filled the next. 
Wind gusted from Divum, and fire erupted from Magma. Lines of blue, brown, 
silver, and orange pulsed with energy. 

The four elements flowed together at the center of the circle, and for a brief 
second, a glowing key formed there. Marcus reached out, whispering something 
Kyja couldn’t hear. But before he could touch the key, Magma’s flames flared, 
and Cascade’s water evaporated. 

“Careful,” the Fontasian said. “You’re using too much. Calm your emotions.” 
Cascade refilled his section of the circle, but his water washed away part of 
Lanctrus-Darnoc’s soil. 

“Watch what you’re doing,” the land elementals said. “Haven’t you studied 
the proper amount of magic for combining land and water?” They added more 
soil to replace what they’d lost but ended up extinguishing Magma’s flames. 

Divum burst into delighted laughter as the Pyrinth gave a frustrated snarl. 

“You think this is funny?” Magma asked. 

“Very much so,” Divum said with a grin. “You look like a child who has lost 
its toy.” 

Magma gave a blast of flame, which burned up her oxygen with a whoosh. 
“Now that’s funny.” 

“Keep your balance,” Master Therapass called. 

“More fire over there. Not so much air!’ Marcus pointed from one element to 
another, trying to get the perfect mix. Occasionally the key would appear, 
wavering, but every time he reached for it, one of the elements snuffed out one 
of the others. 

“Stop blowing out my flames!” Magma roared at Divum. 

“Stop washing away our soil,” the land elementals complained to Cascade. 
Soon all of the elementals were spending more effort on stopping each other’s 


magic than creating their own. 

Was this what had happened when the Dark Circle had attempted to open the 
gate? The elementals were getting more and more frustrated, channeling greater 
and greater energy into the gate. Slowly, the whining that had started before 
began. Those standing outside the circle backed away. 

“Stop!” Kyja shouted. The elementals pulled back their magic, and the 
whining cut off. The circle changed back to white. “We can’t fight each other. 
Don’t you understand that the reason you were all separated in the first place 
was to avoid this very thing? I hate to tell you, but none of your magic is 
powerful enough to do this alone.” 

“What are you thinking?” Marcus asked. 

Kyja looked from one elemental to the next, trying to figure out a way they 
could all help one another instead of canceling out others’ magic. She pointed to 
Lanctrus-Darnoc. “Fill your section of the circle until it reaches the center.” 

“But fire—” Magma began. 

With a raised hand, Kyja cut him off and watched as the land elementals 
followed her order. She pointed to Cascade. “Add enough water to make the 
earth elementals’ soil soft and moldable.” 

“This makes sense,” Cascade said. “Much more orderly.” 

As soil and water mixed, Kyja looked to Magma. “Can you add enough fire to 
harden the soil into stone?” 

Magma sneered. “I can melt it to a puddle.” 

“No!” Kyja said. “That’s exactly what we don’t want. Increase the heat 
gradually but consistently. Cascade, continue to feed enough water to keep the 
stone from cracking, but not enough to put out the flames. Lanctrus-Darnoc, 
keep feeding enough soil to give the stone more mass.” 

“The flames aren’t hot enough,” Lanctrus said. 

“The stone won’t hold its shape,” Darnoc said, his face furrowed with 
concentration. 

“That’s where you come in,” Kyja said to Divum, who still wore an amused 
grin. “Fan the flames higher without putting them out.” 

Blue, brown, silver, and orange filled the circle and flowed together. 

“More flame!” Kyja shouted. “More air. Keep the water and soil coming.” 

In the center of the circle, the key formed. It wavered, almost disappeared for 
a moment, then glowed brightly. 

“That’s it,” Marcus said. “Hold it right there.” 

He knelt on the circle, grasped the key in his right hand, and tried to turn it. 

The key didn’t move. 

“What’s wrong?’ Kyja asked. 


“Tt won’t budge.” The muscles in his good arm stood out as he used all his 
strength to twist. Sweat beaded on his forehead. 

“We can’t hold it,” Lanctrus-Darnoc yelled. “The key’s about to break.” 

“Try harder,” Kyja called. Leaning over Marcus, she wanted to help him turn 
the key, but she couldn’t help, not without magic. 

They’d done everything right. Why wasn’t it working? 

Marcus grunted. He gave one last heave, and the key disappeared from 
between his fingers. Water, land, air, and fire magic disappeared as well. 

“Did we do it?” Kyja asked. “Did we open the gate?” 

“No,” Marcus said. “It didn’t work.” 


39: The Drift 


ce 
Maybe you weren’t turning hard enough,” Kyja suggested. “Maybe part of 


you doesn’t want to open the gate.” 

“T was trying,” Marcus snapped. “I gave my word that I’d open the drift, and I 
won’t break a promise.” 

“T wasn’t suggesting you would,” Kyja said. “But if part of you isn’t 
completely committed—” 

“Tm committed!” he yelled. 

Kyja pulled back, her face crumpling, and he felt like a complete jerk. 

“Pm sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have yelled.” He stared at his twisted left 
arm. “Maybe I’m not strong enough. Maybe it takes two arms.” He looked at 
Master Therapass and the rest of the wizards, who were sitting dejectedly around 
the gate. “Why don’t one of you try?” 

The wizard shook his head. “Opening the gate does require strength, but it’s 
the kind you possess more of than anyone else here—strength of heart, strength 
of will. Lack of strength is not the problem.” 

“Than what is?” Marcus’s face went red. Kyja had been so amazing with how 
she’d gotten the elementals to work together. It was the kind of thing she did all 
the time—making peace, helping those in need, figuring things out. She’d done 
her part. She’d managed to create the key, which even the Dark Circle hadn’t 
been able to do. All he’d had to do was reach down and turn it. And he’d failed, 
spectacularly, in front of everyone. 

“T don’t know why the key didn’t turn,” Master Therapass said. “But you are 
the one to turn it, and I’m sure you’ lI figure it out.” 

“What if I’m not?” Marcus whispered. He pulled up the sleeve of his robe. 
“What if this scar is fake, and I’m not special at all?” 

The Wizard met his gaze with a steely stare. “It is not the mark that makes you 
special.” 

Maybe, but what else did he have? Without the mark, he was nothing but a kid 
with a bad leg and arm, a dead mother, and a psychotic father. What did he have 
to offer? He stared at the image of the Elementals battling the Summoner—the 
Master’s last and greatest joke, continuing even after his death. 


What was the stupid mark supposed to mean anyway? There never had been a 
battle between the elementals and a Summoner. The explosion had killed 
Bonesplinter, not... 

Marcus looked around the field of dead bodies. He pushed himself to his feet. 

“What?” Kyja asked. “What are you looking for?” 

Marcus hurried back to the hill. He searched through the piles of bodies. It had 
been here, at the base of the hill when the explosion went off, surely it was still 
there; it couldn’t have disintegrated. 

“Can I help you find whatever you’re looking for?” Kyja asked. 

Master Therapass watched them both with a raised eyebrow. 

“T think he’s finally lost his crackers,” Riph Raph said. “One too many bangs 
to the melon.” 

Marcus looked left, and there it was—farther away than he had expected, but 
clearly identifiable by its bright-red body. 

“The Summoner?” Kyja asked. “What do you want with that?” 

“T’m just glad it’s dead,” Riph Raph said. “I don’t ever want to see another 
one again.” 

Marcus approached the tattered creature. One of its wings was completely 
blown off, and the other was in shreds. Gashes covered its scaled body, and 
several large chunks of flesh were missing. Yet somehow, its chest raised and 
lowered slowly. 

“Tt’s still alive,” Kyja said. 

Marcus searched the bodies around the monster until he found a sword, which 
he dragged back to the creature. “This is why the gate won’t open. There’s still 
one thing left to do. The elementals have to slay the Summoner. That’s what the 
mark on my arm means. Only then will the prophecy will be complete, and we’ll 
be able to make the drift. 

He held the sword out to the elementals. “Do you want to do it?” 

Magma took the sword. “With pleasure.” 

Kyja tilted her head as though listening. Her lips moved, but Marcus couldn’t 
make out what she was saying. 

Cascade, Lanctrus-Darnoc, and Divum each all took hold of the sword with 
Magma. The elementals raised the sword above their heads, and the Summoner 
weakly opened one eye. 

As the elementals began to plunge the sword downward, Kyja leaped in front 
of them. “Wait,” she cried. “Don’t kill it.” 
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“What do you mean, we have to let it live?” Marcus yanked up his sleeve and 
showed her his scar. “You have one of these on your amulet. Master Therapass 
says they are everywhere. Have you looked at it? The elementals have to kill the 
monster. It’s the end of the quest.” 

“The boy is right,” Magma said, holding the sword in one hand and his mace 
in the other. “The creature must die.” 

Kyja stood squarely between the Pyrinth and the Summoner. “There’s a 
person inside there. He’s been tortured and hurt. But deep inside, he is still a 
person.” 

“I know who he is,” Marcus spat. “Bonesplinter has been trying to kill us for 
years. Now it’s our turn.” 

“He can’t hurt you anymore,” Kyja said, unwavering. 

“T don’t care whether the monster can hurt me. It’s the last remaining piece of 
the Dark Circle. Until it’s destroyed, we can’t open the gate.” 

She knew she was being stubborn, but she didn’t care. Killing the creature 
didn’t feel right, and if there was one thing she’d learned over the course of their 
adventures, it was to trust her instincts. Back in Icehold, when the Summoner 
had snatched her off the city wall, she’d sensed that there might be a way to free 
the poor soul trapped inside the creature. She felt that way now. 

She took out her amulet and studied the image. “What if this doesn’t mean 
what you think it does?” 

Marcus looked at Riph Raph. “Is she making any sense to you?” 

The skyte waggled its ears. “Not really.” 

“You see two creatures trying to kill each other,” Kyja said, holding the 
amulet directly in front of Marcus’s face. “But what if they aren’t fighting? What 
if they are embracing?” 

Marcus’s mouth dropped open. “Uhhhh.. .” 

Magma looked just as flummoxed. “You want me to . . . hug the creature?” 

“You don’t have to hug it,” Kyja said. “But think about it this way: What do 
Earth, Farworld, and the realm of shadows all have in common? War. Fighting. 
Unhappiness. Is one more death what it takes to connect our worlds? Or do we 
need to prove that we’ve finally managed to find peace?” 

Master Therapass grinned. “I knew there was magic inside you.” 
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Marcus eyed the Summoner dubiously. Its body, which the wizards had 
floated to the center of the gate, covered the keyhole completely. He had no idea 
how he was supposed to get at the key—if it would form again at all. 


But Kyja didn’t seem to share any of his doubts. She squeezed his hand and 
grinned. “This is going to work.” 

“If you say so.” He glanced at the elementals, who all seemed as unconvinced 
as he was, except for Divum, who still appeared amused by the whole thing. 
Marcus rubbed the back of his neck. “What do you want me to do?” 

“Exactly what you did before,” Kyja said. 

He shrugged. “Okay. Places everyone. And... lights, camera, action.” 

As they had done the first time, Lanctrus-Darnoc filled their section of gate 
with soil. Cascade added water, Magma produced flames, and Divum fanned 
them with air. Except this time, the spot where the elements met was hidden by 
the Summoner’s body. 

Standing with Marcus next to the Summoner, Kyja shouted, “Everyone 
together!” 

“Are you sure this is going to work?” Marcus asked. 

Kyja pointed down. 

Something was happening to the Summoner. It was twisting, changing. Its 
body began to shrink. Wings turned into arms. Talons into feet. Fire, air, land, 
and water magic swirled around the figure in a pillar of twisting colors. 

Then Bonesplinter was standing in the center of the gate. He looked around, 
clearly confused. 

“Tt’s all right,” Kyja said. “We won’t hurt you.” 

The key flared in its hole. Marcus dropped and clasped it between his fingers. 
He tried to turn it but still couldn’t. Another hand closed over his. He looked up 
to find Bonesplinter leaning over him. Kyja added her hand on top of theirs. 

Kyja and Marcus met eyes, knowing it might be the last time they would see 
each other. She waited as though, giving him a chance to stop the drift from 
opening. But Master Therapass was right. This was about so much more than the 
two of them. It was the hardest thing Marcus had done in his life, but he smiled 
at her and nodded. 

Together, the three of them twisted, and the key turned. 
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On an early Chicago morning, a boy was shooting baskets into a rusty hoop. 
As he stepped back to take a free throw, the ball suddenly blazed in his hands. 
Lines of color shot out from it like fireworks. He should have been terrified, but 
he wasn’t. He clutched the ball to his chest, looked up at the cloudy, gray sky 
and shouted—not entirely understanding his own words, but knowing they were 
true. “They did it!” 


In an underground room deep in the center of the realm of shadows, King 
Phillip and his engineers were working feverishly on a bank of computers. It was 
almost time. He looked up at a screen showing hundreds of Spell Casters feeding 
his system. Suddenly, the screen in front of him blew out, shattering glass across 
the room. Then another and another. 

“What’s going on?” he screamed. 

His engineers backed away from their computers. One of them pointed at the 
screen on the wall, and the king looked over to see every one of the Casters 
wrapped in a glowing cocoon of color. The silver wires attached to their bodies 
snapped like short-circuited electric cables, and the Casters floated to the 
ground. Two guards, one with metal hands and the other with a metal jaw, raced 
toward the Casters, weapons drawn. A silver cable touched them, and they were 
thrown across the room, unconscious. 

The King ground his teeth, much the way Marcus did when he was angry, then 
clenched his fists and muttered, “My son.” 

In a small but neat apartment, a woman was feeding her baby before going to 
work for the day. Pink light filled the room, and the baby floated up out of its 
highchair, giggling. The woman froze with the spoon of baby food in her hand. 
She stared at the ceiling, but it wasn’t the cracked panels she noticed. In her 
mind, she saw the girl who’d brought her money and cloaks when she’d been 
about to give up. The girl who’d felt . . . different, somehow. In the world, but 
not of it. 

All at once, as though someone else’s memories had been put in her head, she 
knew. Who the girl was, where she’d gone, where she was, and what she’d done. 
The woman dropped the spoon to the ground. “My daughter!” 

A woman who had left her abusive husband was watching her son’s first 
horseback riding lesson when the old nag he rode turned into a unicorn. 

Three women playing cards burst into tears of joy for no reason then hugged 
each other. “The children,” one of them said, although she wouldn’t remember 
doing so later. “The children are safe.” 

Strange things happened all over Earth. In Africa, a beggar realized he could 
fly. A pair of starving children in Bangladesh discovered that they could make as 
much food as they wanted. Volcanos that had been dormant for a thousand years 
erupted. Los Angeles skyscrapers turned into castles. People driving to work 
stared in shock as their cars changed into carriages pulled by winged lions. A 
man running through Central Park skidded to a stop as a group of white ball- 
shaped creatures with pink antennas scurried across his path. 

Every elemental on Farworld looked up from what they’d been doing as 
requests for their magic came flooding in. 


Mr. Z shook hands with two women, and with a man who looked more like a 
tree—or was he a tree who looked more like a man? The little man threw his 
tophat in the air and whooped with joy. 

“T knew they could do it all along! Never doubted it for a minute.” He pulled a 
tiny whistle out of his pocket and blew it loudly. “Drymaios, get over those 
sniffles and come here. We have places to go.” 


——— 


Magic blasted into the air like the spout of a fire hydrant filled with rainbows, 
and Marcus and Kyja both felt something roaring up from the gate. At the same 
time, something was sucked past them into it. Power like neither of them had 
ever imagined shook them from head to foot. 

Around them, the elementals stood frozen in shock. Even Cascade—who was 
never surprised by anything—stood with his mouth hanging open. 

Bonesplinter, who had once been a boy with a dream of becoming a great 
wizard so he could care for his ill parents, burst into tears for everything he’d 
lost, then realized that maybe he hadn’t lost quite everything. 

The ground, which had been shaking like an earthquake to end all 
earthquakes, finally stopped rumbling. The pillar of magic subsided into the gate 
once more. 

Kyja looked around. She was still here, in Farworld. 

Marcus looked for a door, but there wasn’t one. The entire gate had 
disappeared. 

Riph Raph checked to make sure he was still in one piece. 

“What happened?” Kyja asked. “Why am I still here?” 

“Where’s the door?” Marcus asked. “Did we fail?” 

“T don’t think so.” Master Therapass’s eyes were filled with wonder as he 
stared up at the sky. “No. I don’t think so at all.” 

Marcus and Kyja looked upward together and stared at a long white line that 
had appeared in the evening sky. 

It was the vapor trail from a plane flying overhead. 


40: A New World 


Marcus and Kyja waited outside the door to Master Therapass’s office. It had 


been six months since Earth and Farworld had combined, and he still couldn’t 
get over the weird combinations of magic and technology he ran into every day, 
like the elevator that went from the top of the tower to the dungeon while 
chatting about the weather, local politics, and the chances of fire elementals 
defeating water elementals in an upcoming debate. 

After a minute, a fairy with a postage-stamp-sized wireless tablet opened the 
door and ushered them inside. In some ways, the room looked like the wizard’s 
study Marcus remembered. Shelves still covered the walls from floor to ceiling. 
Only now, they were as likely to hold a digital music player or a charging station 
as a jar of bat’s eyes or a vial of powdered frog tongue. 

As soon as they came in, Master Therapass jumped to his feet and hugged 
them both. “It’s good to see you. I was starting to think you might have 
outgrown the town. It doesn’t seem nearly as big as it used to.” 

Kyja shook her head. “Terra ne Staric will always be home. We’ve been 
spending some time visiting friends—and family.” Her eyes twinkled. “I have a 
baby brother. Did you know that? He’s only three years old, and already he can 
do magic better than my mom. 

The wizard smiled. “And you? Are you still . . . ?” 

“Immune to magic?” Kyja raised her hands. “So far. No one’s sure why. 
Cascade thinks it could be because I’m from Earth but was on Farworld when 
the worlds combined. Some weird combination that doesn’t seem to have 
affected anyone else.” 

“I’m sorry,” the wizard said. 

“T’m not.” Kyja laughed. “Maybe that will change some day. But for now, I’m 
kind of enjoying being the way I am. So many Earth things don’t require magic. 
Also, it’s kind of neat to know that I’m the only person in the whole world magic 
doesn’t affect. Besides, someone told me once that the most powerful magic isn’t 
spells or wands or potions.” 

“But what’s inside you,” the wizard finished. “Who you are, what you do, and 
most importantly of all, what you may become. You’ve certainly lived up to 


that.” He turned to Marcus. “With Farworld well, I see that...” 

“My leg and arm aren’t healed?” Marcus asked. 

The wizard nodded. “Opening the gate should have broken the link between 
your health and Farworld’s. With the new combinations of magic and medicine, 
it would appear that you have plenty of options.” 

“I do,” Marcus said. “I could be like everyone else tomorrow. But . . .” 

“T used to want magic more than anything,” Kyja said. “Not because of what I 
could do with it, but because it would make me like everyone else.” 

Marcus nodded. “And I wanted to have my arm and leg healed because I 
thought it would make me whole. But I realized I’m not a broken version of 
someone else. I’m a perfect version of me.” 

Kyja took Marcus’s hand in hers. “The things we were able to accomplish 
weren’t in spite of our differences but because of them. Our differences make us 
who we are.” 

Marcus patted his magic wheelchair. “Besides, you should see what this thing 
can do. I won’t be able to get a driver’s license for a couple more months, but 
I’m not sure I need one anyway. Divum fixed this thing up so I can go faster than 
most cars and soar from zero to a thousand feet in less than six seconds.” 

The wizard laughed. “You’ve learned everything I could have hoped for.” He 
looked around. “I don’t see Riph Raph.” 

Marcus grinned. “He’s still a little bit freaked out about coming here. He says 
skytes never intentionally enter a wolf’s den.” 

“Besides,” Kyja said. “He’s been a little preoccupied ever since meeting 
Sasha.” 

The wizard raised an eyebrow. 

“A girl skyte,” Marcus said. “Who apparently has a thing for little blue 
fireballs.” 

“T see.” Master Therapass chuckled. “Love in the skies.” 

Marcus raised his wheelchair a few inches and moved close enough to take 
Kyja’s hand. “When you asked us to come visit today, you said something about 
finding a clue as to why Earth and Farworld combined when we opened the 
drift.” 

“Do you understand why it happened?” Kyja asked. “Was it something we did 
wrong?” 

“One moment.” The wizard pulled a lightweight laptop out of his robe and 
waved his wand at the screen. “This device is fascinating. Did you know I can 
access every record in Land Keep without ever leaving my office? It’s like 
magic.” 

Marcus grinned. The internet had always seemed a little bit like magic to him 


too. And now, it definitely had some magical elements added to it. 

“Here we are.” The wizard waved his hand again, and a mass of text flew 
through the air. Marcus tried to read it as it scrolled by, but he didn’t recognize 
the characters. “Ever since I began researching Earth and Farworld, the links 
between them seemed unusually large in number.” 

“Like the fact that when we moved on one world, we moved on the other,” 
Kyja said. 

“Or how many places in both worlds seemed unusually similar,” Marcus 
added. “And that some of the animals and plants in both worlds were the same.” 

The wizard nodded. “I found many more similarities that I won’t bore you 
with now. Suffice it to say that the coincidences made me reexamine things. It 
seemed far too unlikely that two worlds would randomly combine when a door 
was opened between them. Not to mention that the combination could occur so 
seamlessly. I went back to the oldest records I could find. I believe that it is not a 
mistake, or a coincidence. I think that once, long ago, Earth and Farworld were 
the same planet.” 

Marcus and Kyja stared at him. 

“How could that be?” Kyja asked. “They were so different. Until we opened 
the drift, Earth had no magic at all.” 

“Tt did once,” the wizard said. “Look at the oldest Earth records, and you’ll 
discover stories of dragons, alchemy, and spell casters. Things that until recent 
events, had been viewed as fantasy. I believe that a cataclysm of some kind— 
most likely manmade—split the world in two, leaving one half with magic and 
the other with technology. I believe the four you spoke of meeting in Fire Keep 
may know more about it, and that they were waiting for the right time to reunite 
the worlds.” 

Kyja sat up straight. “The prophecy!” 

“What about it?” Marcus asked. 

“We always thought we were supposed to save Farworld and Earth from some 
force threatening to tear them apart. But it makes so much more sense if they 
were once the same world. He shall make whole that which was torn asunder. 
Restore that which was lost. And all shall be as one. It was talking about 
bringing Earth and Farworld back together all along.” 

Marcus shook his head. Of course. How could he have missed that? It seemed 
so obvious now. “That’s why Kyja and I were supposed to save our own worlds. 
We were never trying to open a doorway. And the gate wasn’t a portal; it was a 
lock. When we turned the key, we brought our worlds back together.” 

“What about the realm of shadows?” Kyja asked. “Was that a third world?” 

The wizard shut his computer. “I don’t think so. I don’t have any proof for my 


theory, and I can’t find anything about it in the writings I’ve searched so far. But 
my best guess is that when Earth and Farworld split, it wasn’t complete. A small 
bit of overlap remained. Like when the two of you jumped to each other’s 
worlds, a small part of you remained behind. I think the realm of shadows was 
the intersection of the split—a place where technology and magic could coexist.” 

Marcus nodded. That made sense too. 

“What now?” the wizard asked. “What are the two of you up to next? I’ve 
heard there are a lot of people who’d like to meet the boy and girl who brought 
their worlds together. You could both be quite famous.” 

“No thanks,” Marcus said. “I’ve had enough of fame.” 

Kyja nodded. “Now that Earth people have magic and Farworld people have 
technology, it seems like so much good can be done,” she said. “A lot of people 
need help, and we thought who better to help them than a couple of kids who’ve 
been to both worlds?” 

Marcus rubbed his thumb across the arm of his wheelchair. “Also, this may 
sound crazy, but no one seems to know what happened to the people in the realm 
of shadows when Earth and Farworld combined. And I was thinking .. .” 

Kyja squeezed his hand and nodded encouragingly. 

Marcus blew out a long slow breath. “What you said when we were planning 
the attack on the Dark Circle, about no one being beyond hope. I’ve thinking that 
even though my dad kind of went off the deep end, that maybe there’s still a part 
of him—the part my mom fell in love with—that is still a good person.” 

“Like the good part of Bonesplinter that was inside the Summoner,” Kyja said. 

“Td like to see if I could maybe find him and bring him around.” Marcus 
stared at his hands, feeling his face burn. He was sure the wizard would tell him 
it was a terrible idea—that the man was definitely dead, and that if he wasn’t, 
that he was still too dangerous to try and help. 

“That doesn’t sound crazy at all,” Master Therapass said. “In fact, it sounds 
like a wonderful plan.” The wizard looked at Marcus and Kyja and beamed. He 
tugged at his beard and nodded. “Even after meeting all of the elementals I have, 
after spending my whole life learning spells, and after seeing technology I 
couldn’t have imagined in my wildest dreams, I have to say, the most powerful 
magic I have ever seen is inside the two of you.” 


Epilogue 


“Double or nothing," Folium said, leaning over the log. His leaves shook with 
excitement, and his dark eyes gleamed. 

“Tf you insist,” Mr. Z said. “But I’m telling you, I have the best jousters in the 
world.” 

“What is it with men and snails?” Naiad asked from a nearby pool, where she 
floated serenely. 

Mr. Z was so surprised by her words that he nearly tumbled off his log. 
“Surely you jest. Snails are the pinnacle of athletic achievement. Smooth as a 
glacier. Graceful as a dancer. Nimble enough to climb a perpendicular surface 
while carrying their houses on their backs.” 

“And slow as the movement of continents,” Nebula added from a swirl of 
silvery fog. “To be perfectly honest, I’m not sure the one on the left is alive. It 
hasn’t moved for as long I’ve been watching it.” 

Mr. Z winked and put a finger along the side of his nose. “It’s thinking. 
Plotting. Waiting for the right moment to strike. Snail jousting is not a game of 
speed. It’s a game of cunning.” 

“Besides,” Folium said, his wrinkly brown skin breaking into an infectious 
grin, “it’s not as if we’re in a rush. What are a couple of hundred centuries 
among friends?” 

“Do you think they’ll get it right this time around?” Naiad asked. “Will they 
finally use the power of magic and technology for good instead of using it to 
destroy each other?” 

“They haven’t before,” Nebula said. “What is this, the seventy-eighth time 
we've let them try?” 

“Seventy-ninth,” Folium said. “But who’s counting?” He flicked a twig 
toward the green-and-black snail. “Go on. Make your move while he’s looking 
the other way.” 

“No fair,” Mr. Z said. “That’s cheating.” 

Naiad reached out a languid hand and brushed a couple of fish swimming 
around her head. “I have a good feeling about the boy and girl. I bet they can 
actually keep their worlds from blowing apart again.” 

Folium ran his twigs through his leaf hair. “I’ll take that bet. Double or 
nothing.” 
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